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"A New Trial is in Session!" is a 
nonprofit fanzine based on the 4th game 
in the Ace Attorney franchise. Put 
together by die-hard fans of the game, 
this book serves as our love letter to 
Apollo Justice: Ace Attorney. After 
scouring the internet to find people cool 
enough to make weird art and fanfiction 
for a lawyer-based visual novel from 
2007, we now find ourselves here. 

The funds received from this zine's 
sales will be split between the National 
Immigration Law Center (CA) and Voces 
de la Frontera (WI), charities dedicated 
to providing legal assistance to 
immigrants. 

We want to sincerely thank everyone 
who made this possible from the bottom 
of our hearts. Your support of this 
project means the world to us, and we 
hope you enjoy the following 130+ pages 
of fake lawyers. 


- A New Trial is in Session Mod Team 
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TO FORGE A TURNABOUT 


written by joanie 


The phone call comes at 2:50 in the morning on a Friday. Trucy startles awake at the 
sound of the Pink Princess theme song piercing her tired mind, and her hand shoots 
out, scrambling for her phone on the nightstand. She knocks a prop over, groans, and 
then finally gets a grip on the tiny device, flipping it open and pressing it to her ear. 

“Daddy? That you?” she asks blearily. 

“Hey, Truce,” comes the reassuring voice on the other line. “Sorry to wake you. 
Wouldn't have done it if I had a choice.” 

“It’s fine,” Trucy says, the possibilities of the reasons for the call sending adrenaline 
pouring into her blood. If she wasn’t wide awake before, she is now. “What happened?” 
she asks as she sits up slowly, drawing her knees up with the covers, and then hunches 
over, clutching the phone in her left hand. 

There’s a breathy laugh on the other line, and Phoenix sounds bitter and annoyed 
when he says, “Don’t be too mad, but I might be getting arrested. If I don’t come home in 
the morning, I'll be at the detention center.” 

Trucy rubs at her eyes. It’s just typical that this would happen the weekend that she 
has a show at the Wonder Bar. She doesn’t blame Phoenix—there’s no controlling these 
things, and it’s a performer’s job to roll with the punches anyway—but she can’t help a 
little twinge of annoyance at whoever did this. 

“Daddy, if you need a getaway driver, you just say the word,” Trucy says, trying to 
lighten the mood. 

She hears sirens in the background. 

“Don’t worry,” Phoenix replies, and she can hear the smile in her dad’s voice. “I can 
handle myself. Gotta go. Love you, kiddo.” 

He hangs up, and Trucy pulls the phone away from her ear, staring at it. “Can you?” 
she asks it. 


She was going to go to school today, but instead, as homeroom is supposed to start, 
Trucy makes herself breakfast in the empty apartment, brews a normally-forbidden cup 
of coffee (what’s Phoenix going to do about it? He’s not here), and waits just in case he'll 
show. She scrolls through her phone for a couple of hours, periodically looking up every 
time she hears a weird noise. It’s never the door opening. 


When the clock strikes 10:00, she sighs and texts the manager of the Wonder Bar, 


complete with a sad face emoji, that she won't be able to do her usual gig this week due 
to a family emergency. Her dad being arrested for murder counts as a family emergency, 
doesn’t it? After she gets a sympathetic text back telling her not to worry, she puts her 
phone away in Mr. Hat’s hidden side pocket and gets ready to leave. 

The detention center doesn’t really measure up to the image she had of it. She’s never 
been here before—the dad she had before Phoenix wouldn't let her visit, and she 
remembers being so upset that she couldn’t see him. Now she looks around and thinks 
maybe he was right not to let an eight-year-old in here. In the distance, faint but 
definitely there, voices jeer and shout, giving the whole place a slightly eerie feeling. 

Her dad had to sleep here overnight? Trucy suppresses a shiver and instead goes to 
charm the officers into letting her see Phoenix. 

When she’s led into the room, her dad’s not there. Taking a seat, Trucy looks 
around—there’s a security guard by the door, and a camera in the corner that she waves 
at. A small barred window, placed high on the left hand wall, lets some of the morning 
light in. Even so, this place is depressing—there’s no color, nothing to keep her 
occupied. 

She pulls out one of the two decks she brought with her, and as she removes the cards 
from the deck, she grimaces at how new it feels. It’s not her usual deck, so it’s all 
slippery on its faces and rough around the edges. 

At hearing the sound of a door opening, Trucy’s head shoots up, and in walks her dad, 
looking, as he once put it, “like the third day of a three-day case with a dead end just up 
ahead.” Then he’d pretended he hadn’t said it at all, so of course it was burned like a 
brand into her brain. 

Seeing her dad through the glass as he sits down in the flimsy folding chair...she feels 
her face freeze in the same smile she’d put on for the sake of getting the officers not to 
question her age. 

Phoenix smiles back at her, but it’s not the kind she usually gets when they’re in 
trouble. This doesn’t say that things will be fine. This is the front they both put up when 
they don’t know what's going to happen. 

He looks exhausted—it’s in the lines by his eyes and under them, the slight furrow to 
what Trucy can see of his brows under the beanie. His hands are in his hoodie pockets. 
Trucy puts the cards away. 

“Daddy,” she says evenly. “Do you want to tell me what happened?” 

In response, she gets a look that says Phoenix knows exactly what she’s doing. It’s not 
her fault that she absorbed his dad catchphrase—she’s slightly scorched the apartment 
enough times that she has it down to the tone, and smiles angelically in lieu of saying 
anything else. 


With a sigh, Phoenix outlines the facts of the case. 

“So what’s the prognosis?” he asks when he’s done, leaning back in his chair. 

Trucy tilts her head in thought, tapping the pad of her index finger against her chin. 
“Well, you said the card was different when you came back...” 

If there’s a field of expertise in which Trucy and Phoenix overlap, it’s cards. For a 
second, his brow furrows, and then there’s a luminescent spark of recognition in 
Phoenix’s eyes, and he grins. “Trucy.” 

Beaming mischievously, she asks, “Need an ace up your sleeve, Daddy-o0?” 

He laughs. “You truly are magical. Yeah,” he says earnestly. “That would be very 
helpful.” 

With a flourish, Trucy pulls the decks of cards from her cape and shuffles them in the 
ostentatious way she’s been practicing for years. She holds the ace of spades between 
two fingers and smiles. “You're in good hands,” she promises. 


Phoenix had said that the missing ace had probably been taken because it was 
incriminating somehow—and the victim had been bleeding from the head, so it was 
very likely that it had some blood on it. 

She thought, at first, about using her own blood. It wouldn't be the first time she’d 
bled in service of a trick, but then she considered the way Phoenix looked at her the last 
time she’d made a major mistake during practice. He’d notice the bandage on her finger, 
and then he’d ask about it, and... it was just a bad idea altogether. 

It could be worse. She could still be the daughter of someone who didn’t care at all. 
Her first daddy had never looked at her like that, even when she’d accidentally cut 
herself on her small set of throwing knives when she was seven. 

Phoenix, her dad, he cares—he cares enough that a single drop of carmine red paint is 
just going to have to work. It doesn’t have to be perfect. It just has to scare whoever set 
him up. 

The realization hits her at the local art store, hand frozen in midair as she reaches for 
the little tube of paint: she’s about to forge evidence. It wasn’t really a priority when she 
was visiting Phoenix at the detention center—she was more worried about her dad 
being at the detention center—but now she slowly takes the paint from its place on the 
display hook and holds it in her gloved hand like it’s a grenade with the pin pulled. If she 
does this, and someone else gets hurt, what then? Trucy sighs and sets a reminder to 


visit the detention center again tomorrow. 


When Trucy goes back the next day, she finds Phoenix already in the visitor’s room, 
looking bored until he catches sight of her, and then he smiles. 


“They said I had a visitor, but I was expecting my lawyer,” he jokes. 

She sits down across from him. “Just had a few more questions for you, Mr. Wright, 
sir,” Trucy says brightly. “Before we shake hands on our deal, that is.” 

He rubs at his chin mock-thoughtfully. “Is that so? What’s on your mind, Detective?” 

After a moment, Trucy takes a deep breath and says, “Is this dangerous, Daddy? For 
whoever’s representing you, I mean.” The last time she handed a forged piece of 
evidence to an attorney—well. It might be enough to say that she hopes it won't ever 
happen again. 

Phoenix scrutinizes her, and that’s alright. He does that when they get too close to the 
Incident. It’s like a game of Operation—they take turns carefully probing the old 
wounds, trying to get what they need without hitting the sore spots. “I made a few 
phone calls,” he says nonchalantly. “So we’re good.” 

Trucy frowns, unsatisfied. “What if something goes wrong?” 

“Mm, well,” he says, and gives a small shrug. “We haven't lost in seven years, and 
we're not about to start now.” 

It’s anon-answer and they both know it, but every article that Trucy’s ever read about 
her new dad and his old job (the one he barely talks about, the one he lost because of 
her) talks about the inevitability of Phoenix Wright’s miracles out of misfortunes. 

The memories are a little faded now, but after her first daddy had fled, she knew 
enough to sense that underneath the soft voice, the old boy was hiding sadness. Being a 
performer means watching your audience, and in those first few weeks, she watched as 
Phoenix’s face contorted and then evened out in equal measure. 

He seemed so lost then, as hard as he tried to hide it. 

“Hey Truce?” he ventures, uncharacteristically hesitant for him. 

Looking up from her gloves, she says, “Yes, Daddy?” 

It’s weird to see him sheepishly rub at the back of his neck. He hasn’t done that in 
years. “I wanted to say sorry. About your show. I know you were looking forward to it, 
and...” 

The speed at which Trucy shakes her head makes her slightly dizzy. “Daddy, you’ve 
had a ton of turnabouts. I think it’s time for a Trucy Turnabout, don’t you?” She grins 
and, when Phoenix genuinely laughs, mentally pats herself on the back. 

“Yeah. That’s my girl,” he says proudly. 


The deck from the Hydeout, like all the others Trucy permanently borrowed, slides 
out of its packaging with rough edges, slippery faces, all stiff and unworkable. If this 
card is supposed to be part of the deck that gets shuffled on a nightly basis, it has to 
look the part—so she has to age the deck. 


First, she rubs the edges of the cards against a pair of old jeans, smoothing them out. 

It’s an almost trancelike feeling to shuffle and reshuffle the cards, letting them pass 
between her hands again and again, fanning them out over the coffee table that she 
cleared away, all of the items that were sitting on it now sitting on the floor—she’ll 
clean it up before her dad gets home. 

The cards fly between Trucy’s hands as she aerates them and moves onto some of the 
more complicated shuffles she’s learned, forward and backward. 

She looks up, and she’s sitting in the dark. 

The ace sits on the table, slightly more flexible than it was before. She’ll probably have 
to run it through another series of card exercises, but when she holds it up, she can 
almost believe it’s the card that was in use that night. 

Phoenix said it would be okay, and maybe it will be, but it’ll also be a serious thing if 
they get caught. Except, if things are going to go the way that he thinks they might, the 
ace might not even be necessary. It’s called a trump card for a reason—it’s the thing that 
will let them win instantly, but it’s cheating, which means it’s backup. A safety net in the 
performance. An “in case of fire, break glass” kind of thing. 

But in the end, what others might call forgery is too simple to feel so serious. 

From about four feet off the ground, Trucy holds an eyedropper filled with slightly 
watery acrylic paint, carmine red, and squeezes a single drop onto the aged ace lying on 
the floor. 


At the detention center the next morning, she scrutinizes Phoenix’s face. He’s never 
been able to hide anything from her, no matter how hard he’s tried. Underneath the 
bravado, there’s a flash of worry. 

“Do you have it?” he asks. In reply, she pulls back the hem of her cape to flash the ace, 
and lets it drop as he grins. “Good work.” 

“Do you think we'll end up needing it?” Trucy asks. 

Phoenix gives a single laugh. “Maybe,” he says cryptically, and then, attempting 
nonchalance, continues, “I met with my attorney before you got here.” 

“What did they say?” Trucy leans forward, watching him closely. 

He studiously does not look at her when he says, “Told me he’d get an acquittal at any 
cost. I said I wanted the junior partner to represent me instead, he seemed like the type 
of greenhorn to leave out the ‘cost’ thing.” 

There’s something on his face that says that’s not it. Trucy peers at him. 

“You're looking at me like I ate the last ho-ho in the snack cabinet.” 

“Daddy,” she admonishes. 

“Alright, alright,” he acquiesces, putting his hands up and grimacing. “I just have some 


suspicions, that’s all.” 

Huh. Trucy tilts her head and frowns, crossing her arms over her chest. “You think 
he’s the...?” 

“Maybe,” Phoenix admits. “If we play our cards right, I think we might be able to find 
out soon. You just hang onto that last resort, and when things look bleak from the 
gallery, you swoop in to save the day, okay, kiddo?” 

With a flourish, Trucy uses her sleight of hand to tuck it safely away into the pocket 
where her phone sits. “You got it, Daddy.” 

All that’s left to do now is wait for tomorrow and see if the trap snaps shut. 
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SHRIKE, NO CHASER 


written by queen lua 


Apollo spots the motorcycle a mile away, a great rumbling purple streak of 
what's-a-muffler-who-cares, weaving deftly through the central California hills, 
and—wait, purple? Did he see that right? "Damn it." 

Maybe, Apollo thinks desperately, Klavier Gavin is just passing through on his way to 
Pinnacles National Park. He thinks this knowing it's a lie. The only thing down this road 
is Bitterwater, population 302, some seriously dessicated hills, and one dead end. 

The motorcycle's close now, and slowing down, pulling off towards the shoulder and 
scattering a flock of starlings in its wake. And—no no no, Klavier can't seriously be 
turning onto this road, of all roads— 

Apollo swears, scrambling from the makeshift blind he's been sitting behind for the 
past two hours, waving his arms and sprinting across the gravel, shouting stop, stop! 
while feeling absolutely ridiculous. 

Klavier swerves to a sliding stop like an action movie stuntman. He must practice that, 
Apollo thinks sourly— 

"Herr Forehead!" Klavier calls, hopping off his bike. "Fancy finding you out here—" 

"Get back," Apollo says, all but dragging Klavier backwards, while he's glancing over 
his shoulder like he's watching for a ticking time bomb— 

"Something wrong?" Klavier asks, following Apollo's gaze. It's just dirt, as far as he 
can see, dirt and gravel. 

But Apollo is glowering at him. "The killdeer nest," he says, gesturing at a little divot 
in the gravel. "You nearly hit it." 

"Oh! Is that the bird everyone was excited about?" He cranes his neck to get a better 
look. "Come out, piepmatz—" 

"They're not hatched yet. C'mon, give them space." 

Apollo tugs Klavier's arm, and together they walk back to the only bit of shade for 
miles, a tattered blue oak draped where the road dead-ends, right next to Apollo's 
parked car. And the killdeer, who has been peeping wildly off to the side, swoops back 
over the nest and splays his wings atop it, like a tiny, furious dragon atop its gold. 

Klavier watches it pensively. "So if that's not the rare bird, what is?" 

He must be playing tourist, Apollo thinks. Meant to go to Big Sur and got lost. "If 
you're looking for condors, you made a wrong turn, like, an hour ago." 

"No, not condors. The rare bird. The, ah..." He struggles for the word, then snaps his 


fingers: "The chiffchaff." 

"What? You... know about that?" 

In answer, Klavier rifles through in his pockets—those pants look really tight—and 
pulls out a rumpled bit of newsprint, handing it to Apollo: 


BITTERWATER COURIER-HERALD 
NORTH RIDGE VISITOR HAS BIRD WATCHERS FLOCKING 


From afar, the bird is unremarkable, flitting alone among the sagebrush 
and chaparral around Bitterwater. 


Yet 64-year-old Slim Nash, of Bodfish, drove over three hours to see this 
wery Dard. 


"An unbelievable rarity," he said, looking through his binoculars. "I've 
been birding for over ten years and I've never seen the like." 


The bird in question is a common chiffchaff, native to Eurasia's riparian 
forests, but unheard of on this side of the Atlantic. The appearance in 
Bitterwater marks its first confirmed North American sighting. 


Over one hundred birders joined him on Monday afternoon... 


Apollo folds it up without finishing the rest. "Bitterwater has a paper?" 

"Oh, yes. I know the editor-in-chief." Klavier smiles wryly. "Also the features editor, 
the sports reporter, the movie reviewer..." 

What? that many people? out here? Apollo pulls the paper out and skims the bylines. 
Front page feature: Clive Owens. Sports section: Clive Owens. Clive Owens, Clive 
Owens... 

Ah. A one-man operation. 

"He works at the general store that way," Klavier says, gesturing with a chuckle. "Very 
chatty fellow.” 

Apollo remembers the face, vaguely. He was at that store at six this morning to buy a 
coffee. He... wasn't really awake, yet. Crap, did he forget to say thank you to the guy? He 
flips the page, hoping there's not a gossip section detailing rude, caffeine-deprived 
customers— 

"I was just out here for a ride," Klavier says, "but when Mr. Owens showed me that, I 
had to come see." He tilts his head to the horizon: "Where is everyone else? The paper 
promised a flock of birdwatchers." 

Apollo taps the front page. "This is dated a week ago. The bird hasn't been seen ina 
while." 

"Oh." Klavier frowns. "Then why are you here now and not a week ago?" 


Apollo sighs. Given the median age and occupation of his fellow birders is seventy-two 
and retired, he ends up having to explain this a lot: "The bird was first seen on Monday. 
I have a job." 

"Ah. Of course." Klavier considers. "And you had a trial case against me, no less. Sorry, 
did I keep you?" 

"Of course not." Which is true enough; Apollo's clients come first, always. But it 
would have been really convenient if Klavier were less good at his job, so Apollo could've 
bailed before noon on Monday (a near-guarantee when Payne was doing the 
prosecuting), instead of 4:21pm on Thursday, a solid hour after the chiffchaff was last 
seen. 

Klavier cracks his knuckles. "Alright, it's settled, then. How can I help?" 

"What?" 

"I'd like to help you find this chiffchaff. Is there something you do to call the bird in? 
A song some such? I'm quite good at mimickry." He purses his lips to whistle— 

"No," Apollo interrupts. "No singing. You'll just scare it away." 

"Ah. Then, shall we go bushwhacking—" He takes a step toward the sagebrush. 

Apollo pulls him back. "Not that either. There's not anything to it except waiting." 
When Klavier keeps staring at him, Apollo gestures at the eastern side of the field: "You 
could keep an eye over there, I guess." 

He does. Apollo looks west. 

Fifteen minutes later, Apollo sneaks a glance over his shoulder. Klavier's still there, 
thumbs in his pockets, staring exactly where Apollo pointed, rocking back and forth on 
his heels with perfect equanimity. 

He'd expected Klavier to get bored and wander off by now. But, since he hasn't... 

"Normally," Apollo says, "chiffchaffs feed by gleaning, but the earlier reports said he 
was Sallying off these manzanitas. Guess the bird thinks he's a phoebe." 

"Fantastic," Klavier says. "And that means, ah, what, precisely...?" 

Apollo smiles, for the first time all day. "If you see a bird hopping off a bush, fluttering 
a bit, and then landing again, give me a shout." 


By hour two of the stakeout, Apollo's starting to wonder if Klavier is a little bit 
superhuman. Not in a superhero way—in an eerie-fae sort of way. 

See, living in LA, everyone has a few celebrity sightings. Apollo once saw Will Powers 
pumping gas, and later on, some reality show star buying Twinkies at 7-11 while wearing 
stupendously oversized sunglasses. Without the makeup and lights they look normal. 
It's nice. Reminds him that they're all just humans getting by. 

But not so with Klavier—whose hair is styled as though he's about to walk onto a 


photo shoot, not a hair out of place, even though the temperature's reached a hundred 
and ten and the wind's blowing tumbleweeds all over. Apollo's own hair wilted long 
ago. And Klavier's still wearing all his motorcycle gear, even though he's got to be 
sweating under that jacket—he does sweat, right? 

Apollo thinks about edging closer to check. Sniff test or something. But that would be 
weird, right? Maybe if he's surreptitious about it— 

"What's that?” Klavier says, pointing. "That thing flapping in the distance." 

Apollo follows Klavier's finger, squinting, fully expecting to say oh it's just another 
crow or savannah sparrow, again—except it does look like something, flitting around in 
the scrub half a football field away— 

Apollo leaps to his scope, pivoting and pointing it so quick that Klavier whistles. And 
he'll be damned, but there it is, out of habitat entirely but here, the chiffchaff at last. It's 
a full week after everyone else thought it was gone, it's here and it's his first ever ABA 
code 5 sighting, it's here and it's even chirping— 

"Look!" Apollo practically shoves Klavier in front of the scope, because he can't not 
share this. (Also, it's nice to have another witness, in case the regional eBird reviewer 
gets uppity.) "Can you believe that view. Wow." It feels nice to laugh with hysterical joy, 
for a change, instead of laughing with hysterical ha-ha-oh-no-this-case-is-impossible 
dread, like he's done a few too many times these past few months. He's laughing, and 
whooping, and he even jumps into the air, because nothing in the world can bring him 
down— 

"Herr Forehead," Klavier says delicately, as though speaking to a child, "you must be 
mistaken. That cannot be the rare bird. It is just a little zilpzalp." 

—except that. 

"Just? What do you mean just?" Apollo pushes Klavier aside to get another look—did 
he bungle the ID?—but no, it's the chiffchaff for sure. "And it's not a zilpza— zilpa— 
zilp-whatever, it's a chiffchaff." 

"Nein, Apollo, it is a zilpzalp. I recognize it for sure. We saw them all the time when we 
toured in Europe.” 

Right. Whatever. No need to rub in the fact that he'll never be able to afford any fancy 
overseas birding trips on the Wright Anything Agency salary, thanks. And anyways: 
"That's the point," Apollo insists. "Sure, you can see chiffchaffs in Europe, but they're 
common there. This is the first time a chiffchaff's ever been seen in North America." 

Klavier lifts a hand to his chin, considering. "No offense to deserts," he announces, 
wiping some dust off his pants, "but I think I'd rather watch them from the Biergarten 
on a nice spring day." 

If Apollo weren't still riding the bird-of-his-life high, he'd say something snippy about 


that. But instead he laughs because, yes, he is ridiculous: "Guess that makes me a bit of a 
masochist, huh." 

Klavier smiles. "I like your moxie,” he says, and god, this heat really is getting to 
Apollo's head, because he can feel himself flush. He rushes back to the scope. If he's 
going to pass out, he wants to pass out watching the bird. 

"So where are his friends?" 

"What?" 

"The bird's friends. They travel in flocks, yes?" 

"Um." Apollo clears his throat. "When a rare bird shows up like this, it's because of 
migratory misorientation. Like, he meant to fly a thousand miles southwest and went a 
thousand miles northwest instead." 

This is all a way to avoid saying, the bird's catastrophically lost and in the wrong 
habitat and totally alone and probably going to die, even though that's absolutely true, 
because it's morbid and depressing and really puts a damper on the whole 
rare-bird-sighting thing if he thinks about it too long. Which he is, right now. No thanks 
to Klavier. 

Klavier, however, tilts his head with interest: "So this chiffchaff is an explorer, ja? A 
Marco Polo bird seeking new sights. Or maybe he's on tour?" 

Ridiculous. But... maybe? It's not like Apollo can look inside the bird's head, after all. 
"Right. Yeah. I like that." 

The sun's starting to set. Apollo can tell from the length of their shadows, and the 
pink tint in the sky, growing deeper moment by moment. The wind is almost chilly 
enough for a jacket, but Apollo doesn't want to go back to his car and grab it, not yet. 

Klavier's staring ahead at that sky when he asks: "I wonder if Kristoph would've liked 
this." 

That's a name he hasn't heard lately. "Kristoph is a... birder?" 

"When we were little." A small smile tugs at Klavier's lips. "Inspired by Charles 
Darwin, I believe. He knew all the names, and kept those little checklists you bird 
people so love. Fancied himself a gentleman scientist." The smile fades, as slightly as it 
first appeared. "I was just the hanger-on." 

It feels weird, staring at Klavier when he isn't staring back, so Apollo looks toward the 
sunset too. "I never heard Kristoph talk about it." 

Klavier shrugs. "He abandoned it after a while. He said something about other birders 
being... 'jumped-up neurotic bean counters with a feather fetish’...?" 

Ouch. 

Klavier laughs. He's looking at Apollo again. "Between you and me, I think he was just 
sulking because someone bested him. Some dispute over, ah, the difference between 


between two little hawks...?" 

"Accipiters?" Apollo asks, embarrassingly automatic. 

"Yes! Those! How did you know?" 

Because they're horrendously tricky little bastards, Apollo thinks. "Lucky guess," 
Apollo says. 

"Well, that happened, and then Kristoph declared birdwatching a juvenile waste of 
time, just like that." Klavier snaps his fingers, for effect, and frowns. Then, more quietly: 
"Whenever he dropped something, he dropped it entirely. Hobbies, clubs. People." 

It's been two months since that jury trial. Two months since the two of them got 
Kristoph sentenced again. 

Apollo clears his throat. "Have you gone to see him yet?" 

"No." Klavier laughs. "Isn't that awful?" 

Apollo shrugs. "It's not like I've gone to see him either." 

It's not the same, of course. Apollo was an employee of Kristoph's for six months; 
Klavier's known the man as long as he's been alive. But Klavier smiles gratefully anyway. 

"As for me, I could never drop anything. I rescued all his field guides from the garbage 
bin. Seemed a shame to just throw out all those beautiful pictures." He tilts his head. "I 
still have those books, now that I think of it." 

"We should look at them sometime," Apollo blurts—too quickly, he can tell right off, 
because Klavier raises an eyebrow. Not the cool-detached-amused way, but like he's 
been taken aback. "I mean, I want to see the books." Knowing Kristoph, he probably 
bought the best that money could buy, and Apollo would kill for some first editions—"I 
mean, not just the books," he adds hurriedly, because there's a flicker on Klavier's face 
that makes something in Apollo's stomach twist, and the guy did just help him find the 
rarest bird in the whole state. "It's just, I mean, if you, I know, um—" 

"Are you alright, Apollo?" Klavier asks, smirking. "You seem all... aflutter." 

Oh. Groan. 

As if on cue, the chiffchaff lifts, rising neatly from its bush. It soars up the hill and out 
of sight. 

"And that's that." It's nearly too dark to see anymore, anyway. Apollo grabs his scope 
and folds it up. 

"That's it?" Klavier says, with a disappointment that is bafflingly unfeigned. Last time 
Apollo tried to bring a guy to a stakeout, he'd whined about being bored after thirty 
minutes. 

"There's other rare birds, you know," Apollo offers haltingly. "I can sign you up for the 
mailing list. Spring migration's starting, so—" 


"Are you offering to bring me along?" 


"No." Apollo pauses just long enough to watch Klavier pout. Then: "Not until we get 
you a real pair of binoculars. Can't just have you borrowing my stuff all the time. I know 
a good shop near the courthouse." 

He looks from Klavier (satisfyingly thunderstruck), to the motorcycle, to his car, then 
back to Klavier, slinging his scope over his shoulder: "See you back in LA, bird guy." 
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MEMENTO MORI 


written by em 


The concert, as usual, is a huge success. 

As per tradition the band drink long into the night, alcohol picking up where the 
post-show adrenaline leaves off. Even then, by 4am it is only Klavier and Daryan left 
standing. 

The atmosphere is quiet, now, and they loll against each other in the deserted 
dressing room like milk-bloated puppies. When Klavier opens his eyes he spies the first 
splashes of light creeping their way across the waning night sky, aggressive against cool 
darkness. The sharply contrasting hues remind him of a painting his brother has 
hanging in his study, right above his desk: bone white canvas, spattered with an abstract 
mesh of colour. 

Somehow, in his quietest moments his thoughts always drift back to Kristoph. He is 
ruminating on this when Daryan grunts softly beside him and pulls himself upright, 
rubbing his eyes. 

“Did I fall asleep?” he grumbles. “What time is it?” 

Klavier chuckles, glad of the distraction. “Around 4,” he answers, stifling a yawn at the 
realisation of how late it has become. “And yeah - think you must have dropped off for a 
while, there.” His muscles creak as he stretches, cramped from hours of inactivity. He is 
aware of Daryan watching him, lips curled in subtle amusement. 

“What?” he asks, grinning giddily; Daryan’s expression is inordinately hilarious. 

“Were you just sitting there all that time?” Daryan runs his fingers through his 
elaborate hairstyle, movements instinctive as he tweaks stray locks into place. “Never 
clocked you as one for meditation, especially after a show.” 

Inspired, Klavier sets to the task of fixing his own hair so as to avoid Daryan’s gaze. 
“Time is subjective,” he replies breezily, although even he can hear the forced 
nonchalance behind the words. “A few hours is no time at all to exalt in the success of 
our show.” 

Daryan laughs, sharp and loud. Klavier cringes as the sound shatters the hush like ice 
underfoot; he is suddenly conscious of how cold the dressing room is, as though they 
really have been plunged into freezing depths. 

“Tm a cop, Gavin,” Daryan wryly points out. “I can tell when you're lying. Or trying 
to.” He quirks an eyebrow. “What I can’t tell is why.” 

Klavier sighs, defeated. He might as well tell him. “Ah, it’s nothing,” he murmurs. “I... 


was thinking about my brother, that’s all.” 

“Oh.” Daryan dithers, his discomfort settling over them akin to a fine drizzle. Klavier 
has kept what he can of his tumultuous relationship with his brother from his band, but 
unfortunately for Daryan he knows him better than anyone. In this intimate venue 
snuggled away in the bohemian quarter of Boston the presence of his brother’s spectre 
is faint, and in that moment he is desperate to no longer be alone with his thoughts. 

“You remember our first tour?” 

Warmth softens Daryan’s features as memories float to the surface. “Of course. 
Abrupt, but the best parties are always unplanned, aren’t they?” 

“Yeah.” Klavier grins, though the gesture is scant of mirth. The sole recollections he 
has from those times are flashes of nights spent crammed too close to his bandmates on 
the tour bus or in dingy hotels, staring at darkened ceilings and wondering why he still 
didn't feel safe. 

“J...” he pauses, struggling. “I never told you why I was so... adamant about it at such 
short notice, did I?” 

Daryan’s smile fades, aware of the shift in Klavier’s demeanour. “No,” he breathes, “lI... 
didn’t know there was a reason.” 

“T thought - think my brother is watching me. Following me.” The words escape in 
such a garbled rush that Klavier isn’t sure if Daryan will even be able to make sense of 
them. His bandmate’s expression, however, puts any such fears to rest — Daryan stares at 
him in unabashed incredulity. Klavier cannot elaborate further for a moment, as he is 
fighting the urge to laugh; now the words have been spoken aloud it all seems so 
ridiculous. And yet... 

It’s been a long day. Klavier sneezes himself awake, bleary-eyed and blinking. He’s 
fallen asleep at his desk again. Maybe he should take Kristoph up on his offer to join him 
on his monthly spa trips. Still, for now, there is paperwork to finish. 

However, when he reaches into his drawer the notes from his and Gumshoe’s meeting 
are nowhere to be found. Odd, he thinks - he is sure he remembers storing them exactly 
there 

The exhaustion must be getting to him. 

Klavier shudders. 

“How do you know?” Daryan interrupts his burgeoning spiral of panic. “Why would 
he...” 

Klavier dismisses the words with a wave of his hand, as though batting them from 
mid-air. “I don’t... 1 don’t know.” His voice drops, suddenly conspiratorial. “I just feel it. 
All the time.” 

“But what are you afraid of?” Daryan presses. “I mean, even if it were true, what d’you 


think he’d do?” 

Slats of milky morning light suddenly stream through the window, stopping him in 
his tracks. The rays raise strange shadows, distorting the shapes of the instruments and 
objects scattered about the room. When Klavier catches a glimpse of himself in the 
mirror he notices a darkness daubed across his neck, reminiscent of a gaping wound. 

His response dies in his throat. 


Like any smart predator that knows when it has been bested in battle, Daryan comes 
quietly. 

In the wake of the trial Apollo finds Klavier sitting alone on the courthouse steps, his 
mournful figure stark against pale marble. Upon sighting him, Apollo hesitates; he had 
stepped out with the resolution he had to say something. He now realises he has not yet 
decided what that something should be, however. 

Paralysed as he is in the throes of his hesitation, he does not notice Klavier spot him 
until he calls out. “Herr Forehead!” Apollo snaps to attention as Klavier raises a hand to 
wave. “Heading out? Where is Fraulein Wright?” 

“Ah, no. She’s inside, with Lamiroir,” Apollo falls into stride, glad to be relieved of the 
responsibility of starting the conversation. “I... came out to see you, actually.” His voice 
drops as he squats to settle at Klavier’s level, balanced precariously on the balls of his 
feet. If the attempted heart-to-heart goes too disastrously he can always hurl himself 
lemming-style down the steps, he decides. That might take Klavier’s mind off things. 

“Oh?” Klavier arches an eyebrow, coquettish and gently teasing. “Have you come to 
whisk me off into the sunset on the back of your bicycle, Herr Forehead?” 

Unwelcome heat floods to Apollo’s cheeks. He’s not used to being joke-flirted with; or 
any sort of flirted with, for that matter. Still, he’s wise to Klavier’s tricks by now. 

“Not exactly,” Apollo replies, meeting Klavier’s coy look with a contrastingly somber 
one of his own. “I... [just wanted to check if you were alright.” 

Instantly, Klavier’s smile drops, its disappearance felt as keenly and suddenly as the 
sun receding below the skyline. 

“Ach, well... you know. About as well as I could be.” He sighs. “I’m not... surprised in a 
way. Daryan... had a penchant for danger, is the kindest way I can think to put it.” He 
leans back on his hands, and Apollo pretends not to notice the way his hair pours down 
his back like molten gold. “He was... is a dear friend, and I... I wish he’d seen the error of 
his ways before it was too late. But, the truth will always come out, one way or another; 
there was no way I could have saved him.” 

Apollo nods thoughtfully and he, too, swivels his eyes skyward. “I felt the same way 
about Mr. Gavin.” 


He speaks the words without thinking, but their effect on the prosecutor is 
instantaneous. Klavier freezes and the world about them, too, feels suddenly suspended 
in space. Apollo’s teeth clamp down on his lower lip in an instinctive response 
developed after long years of running his mouth. 

“Damnit, Klavier, I’m sorry,” he manages after a moment. “That wasn’t-” 

“Don’t apologise,” Klavier cuts him off with a firm certainty. “I don’t... want to never 
mention him.” His eyes tighten.“He’s in prison. Whatever he was planning, it’s over.” 

“Yeah... of course.” Apollo fidgets uncomfortably. Kristoph might be behind bars, but 
that doesn’t feel like enough. It’s a conviction that sits under his skin like an 
unreachable itch, a grain of sand rattling around the deepest confines of his 
consciousness. He wishes he could properly recall seeing Kristoph as merely his mentor, 
as a person who cared deeply about law and how he could harness his evident brilliance 
to ensure it was suitably enforced. 

Now, Apollo can only wonder if all of it had been part of some grand play. 

“It’s stupid,” Klavier’s voice shocks him out of his fretting. “My brother... he’s just a 
person. Not only that, he’s my brother. But.. the thought of what he’s capable of, even 
now... it terrifies me.” He sucks in a quick breath through his teeth. “I keep thinking... 
it’s not over. I don’t even know what isn’t over.” 

Klavier fixes Apollo with a stare that one could only describe as desperate, a 
conveyance so wildly out of character for him it strikes Apollo dumb. He wants to say 
something blandly comforting that will smooth out the rigid lines of Klavier’s distress - 
the craned neck, the wide eyes, the tensed hand, half reaching toward him - but he 
cannot find the words. It’s startling, to have worries he had attempted to dismiss as 
self-indulgent paranoia be articulated by Klavier of all people. But then, who else had 
known Kristoph as intimately? “It’s not stupid,” he murmurs at last. “Not at all.” 

Klavier inches closer, vindicated. “He- Apollo... can I tell you something?” 

Apollo nods again, mutely. 

“My best friend is going to prison for murder.” His voice has dropped to a whisper. 
“And... all I can think is how, at that moment, when my guitar went up in flames... I 
thought it was him, somehow.” He lets out an abrupt bark of laughter. “It’s ridiculous, 
right? And yet...” he swallows, Adam’s apple bobbing in a frenetic rhythm.. “You feel it, 
too, Apollo, don’t you? Like we’re in danger.” 

In the distance Apollo can see grey clouds beginning to roll in, rapid as a set change 
onstage. 

“T know exactly what you mean.” 


“Are you planning on saying anything?” Kristoph asks archly. “Or have you merely 
come to sit here and smirk at me?” 

It was kind of the prison guards to allow him to say goodbye in the cell. The privilege 
was afforded in no small part due to his connection to the Department as a prosecutor, 
of course, but he appreciates the gesture nonetheless. 

It is not their fault he is rapidly coming to regret the decision. Still, he will not be 
distracted by his brother’s attempts to antagonise him; those days are finally, finally 
over. 

“No, of course not.” Klavier levels him a cool stare. “Do you not want me here?” 

Kristoph’s nostrils flare at his impudence. “I had expected you to make an appearance 
at some point, I suppose, but your request to meet in the cell upended me somewhat,” 
he admits, stowing his book in the desk drawer. “I wouldn’t have thought you desired 
time alone with me, after everything.” 

“Don’t mistake it for sentimentality,” Klavier shoots back. “I just... Ineeded to ask you 
something.” 

“Oh?” Kristoph rests his elbows on the table (something for which he has spent much 
time chastising Klavier for) and folds his hands beneath his chin, eyes bright with 
interest. “You have my attention.” 

Klavier suddenly remembers some wisdom imparted from his beloved Professor 
Courte, long ago. 

‘As a judge, I always made a conscious effort to never appear to be thinking too hard.” 
She taps her nose with a wink. “To appear contemplative is to appear uncertain. And 
appearing uncertain in court goes down about as well as a bloody nose in a pit of 
sharks.” 

He squares his shoulders, folding his expression into what he hopes is a mask of 
neutrality. 

“You were watching me, weren't you?” he asks, his hand gripping the edge of the desk 
with such force his nails make small cracks in the laminate. “From the moment you 
thrust that diary page into my hands. And if I had discovered your plot too soon you’d 
have killed me. Wouldn’t you?” 

Kristoph sits up, visibly taken aback. The sudden, incessant pounding of Klavier’s 
heartbeat in his ears prevents him from feeling any pride at inciting such a visceral 
reaction from the person formerly known as the ‘Coolest Defence in the West.’ 

“T don’t believe my answering that question will satisfy you in the way you think it 
will,” Kristoph replies at last. 

Klavier’s heart stutters, and the gripping hand curls into a fist. “So it’s true, then.” 

“Yes. That, I suppose, would be the short answer.” Kristoph exhales the words in a 


long, beleaguered sigh, as though this confession is something Klavier should have 
figured out long ago. He stands, pacing the confines of the cell the way he would 
whenever he called Klavier into his study for ‘a little chat’. They were never about 
positive things, their little chats; it’s comforting, in an odd way, to respect the tradition. 
“But, as I just said” - he shoots Klavier a glare - “there is no response I could give that 
would satisfy you.” 

He stares back at him, unwavering. “I just want the truth, Kristoph.” 

Kristoph holds his gaze, eyes narrowed, before coming to sit back down with a 
flourish. “Alright. Fine. Then allow me to ask you a question.” 

Klavier grits his teeth. 

“Vera Misham,” Kristoph tilts his head. “Do you believe you deserved to live more 
than she did?” 

Klavier blinks, wrong-footed. “What has she got to do with this?” 

“As yourself and the esteemed Mr. Justice revealed, I intentionally gifted the 
atroquinine-laced varnish so as to ensure her demise once I was finished with her and 
her miserable wretch of a father.” Kristoph spits the words like bad cherries. “So, as 
astute as you clearly are, dear brother, why would you not realise that of course I would 
not hesitate to inflict a similar fate unto you, unless you believed that your life was 
somehow more valuable than hers?” 

Klavier just about resists the urge to seize Kristoph by the collar and shake him. 
Instead, he bares his teeth, lips pulled taut so as to stop them trembling. “You're being 
willfully obtuse,” he snaps. “I just thought that maybe as your brother you'd have 
thought twice about bringing about my death.” 

At this, Kristoph retreats. He folds his arms atop the table, one over the other, in 
precise, deliberate motions. For a heartbeat his gaze lingers on his hands, 
contemplative, and when he lifts his head he meets Klavier’s eyes with a look of grief 
that is so intensely vulnerable Klavier’s breath catches. 

“Did you, then, think twice about bringing about mine?” 
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PAINTING WITH SOUND 


written by mak sisson 


Most of the time, Trucy found investigating with Polly to be extremely fun. 

Squeezing into crawl spaces and behind cars to seek out hidden clues? Pouring 
cement into footprints to match them up to trash can flip-flops? Being intimidated by 
mob bosses and police officers? All of it felt like Trucy was in a high-stakes detective 
movie, acting as the witty sidekick to Polly’s straight-laced rookie. It was all unflaggingly 
exciting, sometimes treacherous, and always kept her on the balls of her feet. 

What wasn’t fun was watching Polly press a button on a remote, step back a foot, 
press the same button, step back a foot, and (surprise!) press the button again. 

The wings underneath Sunshine Coliseum were surprisingly quiet, save for a few 
officers and stuffed suits walking past the pair of them. Trucy suspected most of the 
cops were at the Detention Center, trying to wrangle answers out of Machi, or at the 
Police Station, trying to wrangle answers out of Daryan. Daryan Crescend, second guitar 
of the Gavinners! Trucy remembered briefly considering choosing Daryan as her 
rock-star crush, what with his bad-boy attitude, his signature guitar riffs, and a nearly 
career-ending physical altercation with the Proto Badger on the European leg of the 
2021 ‘Witness Obsession Program’ Tour.’ And now he was a murder suspect! 

Although, she considered, her dad had gotten accused of murder three times in his 
life (“and that’s my lucky number, so I’m quitting there, pumpkin”), and he was found 
innocent of all of them. She really hoped Polly wouldn't get accused of murder anytime 
soon, since he was a pretty solid excuse to get out of school and into hijinks. 

Well, hijinks was a strong word for watching a man press the same button for twenty 
minutes. 

“Polly, I’m bored!” She said, with the same unflinching excitement and 
matter-of-factness as if she announced an item to add to the grocery list. Trucy never 
whined, but she certainly stated her mind. “Why don’t we just let Ema do this, again? 
She’s the detective!” 

With equal parts exhaustion and annoyance, a beleaguered defence attorney turned 
back to face her. He ran a hand over his long-deflated spikes, watching them bounce 
half-heartedly back up. 


1 The Proto Badger did emerge victorious, and Daryan has since been banned from all Gatewater 


Land locations and associated subsidiaries. 


“We can’t just let Ema do this, because we need to test distance, not just longevity of 
the battery,” he said, gesturing to the remote. “If we can prove that the signal on the 
transmitter could trigger the igniter through a bunch of walls and technical interference 
and everything, we'll... we’ll be a step closer to the truth.” 

“Which means...?” Trucy prompted, leaning over her perch atop a pile of speakers. 

“Which means... well, we’re figuring out what it means now! We’ve got the igniter, 
we've got a transmitter, we’ve got a burned guitar. It’ll add up somehow, Trucy. I can feel 
it!” Apollo said, gesturing around with his arms as he spoke. Trucy giggled as she 
watched his erratic movements, then rolled over and dismounted from the speakers, 
landing with a grand flourish. 

“Well, Polly, if you can feel it, great!” She chirped, holding out a thumbs up. “But I 
can’t. We're in one of the biggest coliseums in California, and I’m going to take 
advantage of it. 1don’t want to be lost here when I inevitably perform for my hundreds 
of adoring fans, after all!” 

Apollo’s shoulders slumped, but he seemed to take care not to roll his eyes at the 
possibility of Trucy being a professional magician. “Yeah, of course. Don’t know why I 
didn’t think of that. Just be safe and don’t go too far, okay? I don’t want to tell your 
‘daddy’ I lost you while a murderer might be on the loose.” He winced at the thought. 
“Actually, wait-” 

“Too late!” Trucy’s sing-song voice was already halfway down the hall. “I'll be back in 
a bit, when you're not boring anymore!” 

She could already hear the half-formed objection as she gleefully walked away, 
passing the lines of identical grey doors that lead to dressing rooms, management 
offices, and, finally, the stage. The doors, with their stark slate palettes and lack of 
originality, reminded Trucy of the Detention Center waiting rooms. A small shiver 
inched its way down her back. 

When she performed here, she would decorate every square inch of surface, just like 
she did with the office. She made a promise to the monochrome walls and ceilings 
before pushing through the stage door. 

Without the barrier of professionalism and bureaucracy, the wings of the stage 
suffused showbusiness into her body like a slow, thrumming current. The police 
officers hadn’t cleared up too much in their removal of the body from the platform, so 
instruments laid strewn across the backstage. 


2 The 13th largest, in fact. This factoid was in a brochure that Trucy swiped from the ticket booth 
earlier that day. After skimming it, she carefully bent the glossy paper into a paper airplane that 


she sailed cleanly between Polly’s two antennae when he wasn’t looking. Three points! 


Even the musty floor exuded stagecraft: the drops of cologne, the smear of sweat, the 
metallic scent of loose wiring.’ 

A spark of excitement swam through Trucy’s whole body, causing her hands to shake 
as she walked toward the stage. Pre-performance jitters, she called them affectionately - 
all the magic tricks wanting to fly out of her at once. She reached the lip of the curtain, 
staring out at the empty seats. What if they were full? What if she was performing for a 
crowd of hundreds? 

What if she were... singing? She had fantasized briefly about it before, but now, with 
the open stage at her feet, the possibility felt so much more palpable. But singing in the 
shower and singing on a stage was different. Part of her wanted to run right back to 
pushing the buttons of a button-pushing lawyer. 

But who was Trucy Wright if not a performer? 

Gathering up her courage, she took a cautious step out from behind the curtains. 
Conjuring an audience’s cheers was easy enough: electric and dynamic, leaping from 
their chairs, throwing themselves against security guards to get closer to her. She 
reached the microphone, still resting on its stand, and cradled it in two gloved hands. 
She took a deep breath, pushing down her desire to announce herself. 

People knew who she was. 

“Sugar, sugar... Oh that night in your embrace...” 

Just as her lips closed around the word, she could feel something wasn’t right. With 
the trained ears of a Gramarye, she picked out the slight shuffle of fabric behind her and 
the pad of a footstep. She whipped around, releasing the microphone and staring at the 
intruder. 

The very blue and beautiful intruder. 

For a moment, the two of them stared at each other owlishly, unblinking. Then, a 
flurry of apologies popped the silence like a balloon. 


» 


“Tm so sorry, Lamiroir—” “No, no, I should have been—” “—didn’t know you were 


” 66 


here—” “—wanted some privacy, didn’t mean to—” 
The flurry stopped as they both put their hands over their mouths, simultaneously 
stemming the flow of words. Then the giggles began, awkward but relieved at the 


sudden interruption. Any electric current Trucy felt in the room dissipated, replaced 


3 Aromantic synopsis of Sunshine Colosseum's clear safety hazards. The establishment was shut 
down a year later for an outbreak of possums in their excessively large ventilation system and 
insufficient ladder availability in their stages and platforms. And that was before the government 
found out about the frankly criminal state of their fusebox. It was baffling how easy it was to turn 


off power to the entire stadium and disable the backup generator. 


by the cool familiarity of trust, like when Daddy would step out from behind the curtain 
after her rehearsals. 

“Tam truly sorry,” said Lamiroir, after her soft little chuckles. “I did not realize that 
another was back here when I entered, and then I heard you begin to sing. Forgive me, 
Trucy, but I wished to listen. I did not know you were a singer.” 

Trucy made a noise halfway between a snort and a guffaw. Her? A singer? Compared 
to Lamiroir? “Oh, me? That was- that was- I’m a magician!” The hasty excuse spilled out 
of her with half-hearted enthusiasm. She didn’t want to deny it, but a part of her heart 
squeezed tight in fear of ridicule, especially from such a talented performer. 

Lamiroir lowered her hand and tilted her head. “A... magician?” She pondered for a 
beat, then let slip a quiet sigh. “I’m sorry to say that I cannot truly appreciate your craft, 
Trucy. Sleights of the hand are not especially entertaining to those who cannot see 
them.” 

Trucy flushed, her ears turning a pale pink as she lowered her head. Her hands 
instinctively rose to pick at the fraying edges of her gloves. “O-oh. Oh. I-I’m sorry, 
Lamiroir, I wasn’t thinking.” 

“Oh, no, Trucy.” A soft footstep padded closer, and two hands came out to Trucy’s 
shoulders. A soft squeeze, then release. “Do not apologize for your art. I remember the 
gasps from the audience when I disappeared into the air. Magic is a fine-tuned skill, and 
the reaction it draws is immeasurable.” 

Trucy’s face drifted back up, and she stared at the slate-grey eyes of the woman across 
from her. The blood pumping behind her ears slowly faded to a hum. Then, with a small 
smirk, she asked innocently, “Wait, if you were gone into the air, how did you hear the 
gasps from the audience?” 

Lamiroir startled a bit, surprised at the quick deduction. Then, schooling her 
expression, she responded in kind. “You should know better than anyone that a 
performer always knows how the audience is feeling, yes?” 

The tension dissipated off of the two like mist in the dawn, and neither could help the 
giddy smile across their faces -- the one that only came between two people sharing an 
inside joke? 

After a comfortable silence, Trucy felt a question bubble to the surface of her mind. 

“Ts that why you like to sing, Lamiroir?” She asked. “Because you like to feel what the 
audience feels?” 

A shift between the two. Lamiroir sat down on one of the nearby speakers, patting the 


4 Neither noticed that they both smiled the same: the left rising faster than the right, dimple just 


above the apples of their cheeks. 


space next to her with a porcelain hand. Trucy took it. 

“T love to feel what they feel, of course,” she said, casting her eyes to the empty stands. 
Something glittered behind her gaze. “But the art... the art is everything I know. I do it 
for my survival, too, I think. If I did not sing, I would be terribly sad. I would not be able 
to hear the paintings.” 

Trucy nodded along, right up until she heard one of the strangest phrases of her life. 
She furrowed her brow and raised a finger to her chin. “Hear the paintings?” She took 
off her hat and raised a gloved hand to her ear. 

“Tcan hear you shifting, you know. I know you are trying to hear them.” 

A hand sheepishly dropped back down. Lamiroir’s laugh spread out around her, 
resonating off the empty stage. 

“When they called me the Landscape Painter in Sound, I will admit, I thought it 
sounded quite frivolous. Like someone describing a smile as a sunset. It is pretty, but 
makes very little sense,” she said. Trucy wondered what Lamiroir’s smile looked like. 
“But when I sing in big stadiums like this, I can hear it.” 

“Hear it?” 

“Yes. I heard all the landscapes. Picture it like this.” Trucy felt Lamiroir guide her hand 
up, pointing towards the aisles. “The stadium is the canvas. I — we, we are the brushes. 
And what we put out there - the song, the tricks - that is the paint. That is the color, and 
the texture, and the form. And when it all echoes back, I can imagine the landscape I 
have created.” 

Trucy nodded along, utterly transfixed by the image. “What kind of painting did you 
make last night?” 

Lamiroir paused, her breath catching for just a moment. Even past the mask, Trucy 
swore she could see a pale tear blotted against her cheek. She turned back to the young 
magician and leaned in as if sharing a secret. 

“Tt was watercolor. Every note blended with every other. The walls reverberated color 
across my skin.” The edges of her eyes crinkled up, and Trucy knew she was smiling. “It 
was magical.” 

Trucy leaned in, resting her shoulder on Lamiroir’s and staring at the imaginary 
audience. She knew the feeling, but hearing Lamiroir saying it felt familiar and new all 
at once. There was magic in a song and magic in an illusion. Both gave the world a 
glittery sheen, even for just a moment. 

“Tm glad,” she said, and meant it. “It felt magical from the second row, too.” 


5 Asmoky room in Borginia, with a guitar strumming next to her. A round stage. A lullaby to a 


nested bluebird. 


“The second row?” Lamiroir asked, her brows raising. “Klavier told me those tickets 
were for his family.” 

Trucy giggled. “Well, I make really fast friends with people, so I’m probably family to 
everyone!” 

Lamiroir laughed before something buzzed in Trucy’s pocket. She leaned away as she 
dug out her phone, checking her texts and frowning. 

“Aw, man, Polly says we’re heading to go see Machi again,” Trucy muttered, clearly 
crestfallen at missing out on talking more to Lamiroir. “He’s out of questioning.” She 
looked over with saucer-shaped eyes. “But we’ll talk again later, right?” 

Lamiroir’s head tilted, and a sadder version of those lines traced themselves beneath 
her eyes. “Of course, Trucy, we can talk later. Go solve this case with Apollo.” She raised 
a hand to Trucy’s cheek. “I believe in you.” 

Trucy clasped the hand tightly, her face scrunching up in determination. “Thanks, 
Lamiroir! We'll solve it for sure!” And with another flourish of her cape, she scampered 
down the stairs, calling out to Apollo as she threw open the stage door. 

Lamiroir considered following after’ but something stopped her. Her face turned back 
to the audience. She heard the hollow sound of wind moving past the microphone, low 
and keening, like it needed a companion in the silence of the day. 

Perhaps she did too. 

She folded her hands over each other, opened her mouth, and began to paint. 


6 Especially because that nice detective with the very loud mouth kept telling her to always travel 


with someone from the police force. 


CANTABILE 


written by june 


“My goodness, you're tall,” Lamiroir says, giving Klavier the once-over from where he 
holds the Borscht Bowl Club practice room door open. “And blonde. You've certainly 
captured the essence of a rock star with that look.” 

Klavier beams at her, taken by the newfound light in her eyes. He had fallen out of 
touch with Lamiroir in the months since Machi Tobaye’s trial, but if her playfulness is 
any indication, the surgery went well. He had been surprised to get an invitation from 
her out of the blue—though she seemed insistent on writing a song with him to adorn 
the next stage of both of their careers. Klavier couldn’t refuse an offer like that, 
spontaneous or not. 

“The chains are a nice touch, too. They really tie the outfit all together,” she adds, 
taking a graceful step past him. She sets her bag down onto the piano bench and turns 
to face his direction. “And the necklace... Do you dress like this every day?” 

“Only when I’m out and about.” Klavier takes his hand off the door, shutting behind 
him with a click. He loops his guitar’s strap around his body. “But you, Lamiroir...” he 
chuckles, running fingers through his bangs. “You're just as stunning as always.” 

Immediately, Lamiroir narrows her eyes, zeroing in on something. The absent smile at 
the corner of her lip almost reminds Klavier of someone. He’s seconds away from 
connecting the dots before Lamiroir speaks up again. 

“Oh, Klavier... I thought we were beyond flattery.” Her smile hardens into something 
like a smirk. “Save that for Mr. Justice the next time youre in court together.” 

Klavier stiffens. With the firmness in her accusation, he’s certain of it now — the 
Lamiroir he worked with months ago, surrounded and stifled by tight Boriginian 
security in every idle moment between rehearsals, is nothing like the Lamiroir in front 
of him. 

“We should start,” Klavier says eventually, once he’s processed the fact that Lamiroir 
picked up on his little crush on Apollo before Klavier had even realized it himself. He’s 
never felt so transparent in his life. 


Lamiroir laughs, crossing one leg over the other, and they begin. 


Even surrounded by the chilly Borscht Bowl Club air, Klavier and Lamiroir’s music 
sounds like summer. 


Bright chords. Carefree lyrics. Tempo to the beat of the blinding sun’s rays. 


The Guitar’s Serenade was a solo piece with guitar and piano accompaniment—but 
the off the cuff melody they create together that evening is a true duet, notes 
intermingling with one another with precision and grace. 

It'd be perfect if it wasn’t exactly what Klavier felt used to. Didn't remind him of the 
bitter taste in the back of his throat he’d been trying to swallow since the Gavinners’ 
disbanding. What’s more, it also reminds Klavier of someone else, of the feelings he’s 
left just far enough out of reach. 

They pack up for the evening, and Klavier almost crushes his fingers when he straps 
his guitar case to his back. He stares at his hand, as if affronted by it, before noticing 
Lamiroir cautiously eyeing him from the door. 

“You seem worried about something.” She pauses, and when Klavier doesn’t offer an 
immediate comeback, she continues: “I lost you about midway through, didn’t I? When I 
started throwing in the seven-chords. At first I thought I was going too fast, but I wasn’t. 
You're a better musician than that.” 

Klavier blinks at her. He hadn’t even noticed the seven-chords at all. He’d let this... 
head-fogginess, whatever it is, get in the way of his performance. 

He sighs. It’s worse than he thought. And just as with Apollo and Trucy, there’s no 
hiding anything from Lamiroir. 

“There may be some truth to that,” he says, eyes skirting to the corner of the room. 
Trapped beneath one of the piano legs is a colorful poster. Klavier faintly recognizes its 
design from the Wonder Bar—perhaps he should try to catch one of Trucy’s shows 
sometime soon. “Something about the music we made reminded me of... some harder 
memories of the band.” 

Lamiroir nods. “You haven't been around your bandmates for a while.” 

“Ach, we haven't even spoken in months. Especially not to Daryan. Disbanding them 
was for the best, but...” 

Just as he feels his throat clench, there’s a comforting hand on his shoulder. Lamiroir’s 
eyes are calm, resolute. “You don’t have to tell me everything right away.” 

Klavier swallows, nods. “Maybe sometime.” 

“We sounded lovely tonight, Klavier,” she says. She opens the door in front of her. 
“And we'll continue to. We’re a good team. Don’t let perfectionism get in the way of 
uncovering your inner voice.” 

When he smiles, he feels the warmth in his chest. Hopefully, he can take her advice to 
heart. 


The second time they meet, Klavier’s guitar runs sharp. The tinny sound reverberates 
against the thin walls, the cold air, the faint mumblings of customers in the tiny 


rectangular window on the door, back into his ears again. He fights off a wince each 
time it happens, which means he’s left grimacing... pretty much the entire time. But it’s 
the only spot he and Lamiroir can regularly secure week after week, so the undesirable 
conditions will have to do. Still, it’s far from the stage at Sunshine Coliseum. With or 
without the torched guitar. 

He loosens a tuning peg, a familiar pinch against his fingertips. When he strums, the 
noise rattles unpleasantly with the corresponding notes Lamiroir presses on the piano. 

Neither instrument is in tune. Phoenix Wright must’ve ignored the piano’s intonation 
for all seven years he played here—or perhaps he hadn’t noticed at all. 

Klavier presses his guitar closer to his chest, tilting his head to the fretboard. A strand 
of hair comes out of the twist, but he ignores it. The guitar’s pitch is close, not quite 
there. If he just lets the strings loose one more time, he should be able to get the notes 
to match exactly... 

“Not satisfied yet?” Lamiroir prods from the piano bench, an amused lilt to her voice. 

Something unclenches in the air the moment she speaks. Klavier feels himself uncoil 
along with it, relief washing over his neck and shoulders in sweeping waves. 

“Ach, you know how it is,” Klavier smiles meekly, rolling his wrists. “Instruments, 
temperature, tuning... guitars are fickle creatures, ja?” 

She shakes her head. “When we wrote The Guitar’s Serenade, you didn’t seem to care 
much at all.” 

A lot has changed since then, Klavier thinks, but swallows the words before they 
bubble up from the back of his throat. While there is truth to the fact that much has 
changed since writing The Guitar’s Serenade, that difference was precisely what he 
wanted to put behind him. 

His faith in Daryan, in Kristoph, in his own judgment, shattered to pieces in 
back-to-back verdicts. He’d hoped to lock them away for good as he and Lamiroir wrote 
this song, the newest chapter of his life. But the writing part is precisely the corner he’s 
backed himself into. Without a band, without a muse, songwriting doesn’t come to him 
as naturally as it did a few months ago—every time he tries to write a verse, his mind 
flickers to the way Daryan glowered when Klavier denounced their partnership, the way 
Kristoph’s once-perfect twisted ponytail came undone when the jury was revealed. 

“We're just practicing,” Lamiroir soothes, and Klavier once again understands her 
reputation as the siren of the ballad. “A little dissonance shouldn't hurt too much.” 

Klavier chuckles, trying to catch up to the present. “I suppose you're right. Perhaps I’m 
a bit... wound up, tonight.” 

“Maybe a little warm-up will get you loose again,” she suggests. Her eyes crinkle at the 
edges. “Shall we start?” 


“Ja. Let’s.” 


“T’m not singing tonight,” Lamiroir says, the third time they meet up. She’s perched 
atop the piano bench when she says it, levelling a stare that bores directly into Klavier’s 
chest. “I want to listen to you. To understand what it means to follow your lead.” 

Klavier had expected Lamiroir to spring something like this on him. Their last session 
ended on a contemplative note—while Lamiroir successfully snapped Klavier out of his 
funk, an intangible something was left in the air by the time they wrapped up for the 
evening. Though undetectable to the untrained ear, it had prevented them from getting 
to that next level of music Klavier missed from the Gavinners so dearly. 

An electrifying connection with another musician. As a child, Klavier had that 
connection with Kristoph, as a teenager with Daryan, as a young adult with the rest of 
the Gavinners. Klavier knows he can get there with Lamiroir. He’d gotten there with her 
once before, with The Guitar’s Serenade, and he’s grown stronger since. All he needs to 
do is work through this adjustment period. 

“Ach, that puts us in a pickle,” Klavier teases, a lilt to his voice. “Generally I charge for 
private concerts. Could you play the keys, at least?” 

Lamiroir rolls her eyes at him good-naturedly. “It would be my pleasure, Klavier.” 

He smiles. Luckily, he’s better equipped to lead this session than the prior ones. 

A melody tumbles between his fingertips and the guitar strings. He catches onto the 
melody with his voice, and Lamiroir follows suit on the piano with ease. They riff off 
one another, music floating above the chilly Borscht Bowl Club air like a spring breeze 
breaking through morning storm clouds. 

He gets so wrapped up in the sound that he doesn’t notice his finger catching on the 
fretboard. It takes a few bars for him to feel the stinging sensation behind his 
fingernails. When he does, he calls out, and the music stops. He lifts his strumming 
hand to inspect the cause. 

Though once toughened from years of grueling effort and playing the guitar everyday, 
Klavier’s hands now only contain faded calluses. They're soft in a way he didn’t expect 
and hadn’t noticed. With time, they'll grow rough again, but what shakes him is the fact 
that it changed so drastically without him even noticing. 

His voice, too, is an instrument. It carries the weight of his past, the ghosts of the 
relationships he carries with him. He cares for his voice with proper rest and honey and 
carefulness in his breath, practices he’s grown used to since childhood. 

If he can take care of his instruments, his hands, his voice—he can take care of 
himself. 

And Lamiroir will be with him every step of the way. 


“I think you might have realized it already,” Lamiroir says, pulling him from his 
revelation and into another one, “but if you don’t dig deeper, your listeners will never be 
able to hear yourself in your music.” 

Her eyes, glassy and unfocused, glance somewhere over Klavier’s shoulder. He can’t 
tell where her mind is—whether it’s with Troupe Gramarye, or her life in Borginia with 
Machi and LeTouse, or Phoenix and Trucy, or even Apollo. Wherever her eyes wander, 
though, they return to Klavier. Bright and honest and present. 

She extends a hand toward him. “Can you dig deep with me, Klavier?” 

He can. 

They can do it together. 


I NEED A VOLUNTEER 


written by myhandisempty 


The second the gavel falls, Apollo’s heart soars while the rest of his body, exhausted, 
sags onto the bench. It’s always a rush when he wins any case, but sometimes the high is 
shorter lived than others. The rougher the cases are emotionally, the more they seem to 
take a toll on him physically. And child abandonment, whether it’s purposeful or not, 
always strikes a chord in him. 

There’s a tug at his sleeve. Trucy— a congratulations and an are you okay? all at once, 
and Apollo pats her hand in response. He’s not entirely sure what answer that gives, nor 
what one he wants it to. 

His client, an asshole but an innocent asshole, only gets a moment to profess thanks 
before he’s led away by the bailiffs. Before Apollo can muster the strength to drag 
himself out of the courtroom, there’s the sound of a throat clearing behind him. It’s 
enough to have his hair drooping into his eyes, ready to make excuses to escape before 
he sees Prosecutor Gavin. He’s smiling and, blinding as it is, that’s always a welcome 
sight after trials. 

“Herr Forehead! I must congratulate you on yet another daring reversal! It almost 
makes me nostalgic for open roads to race on.” Apollo can’t relate to much of what he’s 
going on about— something to do with his motorcycle, maybe?— but the soft curl of 
his hair coming undone, the pleased tilt of his smile— surely those create universal 
feelings in everyone. 

He isn’t captivated for long, but once the distraction of Klavier is gone, Apollo finds 
himself alone in the courtroom. Trucy has disappeared. Despite her awe inspiring 
attempts to provide evidence to the contrary, her most astonishing vanishing acts are 
usually her own. 

Apollo is fully prepared to spend the next half hour searching out whatever nook or 
cranny Trucy is attempting to fashion into her own multidimensional space—has a 
person ever been inside the magic pant-uh, prop? his delirious mind wonders. How do 
you find your way out?—so it comes as a surprise to see her gazing out the window in 
the lobby. 

The midday sunlight falls over the lower half of her face. Cast in shadow, her eyes 
seem years away. Tracking their line of sight, Apollo can infer that she’s watching the 
sidewalk outside the building’s entrance, frozen with the breathless suspense she 
normally invokes in her audience. He wants to ask: Is this what you've done every day 


since you were nine? Did you feel it, too? The slow, spiraling descent before the last 
dregs of hope were sucked down the drain, waiting for someone who was never 
returning for you? 

The momentary melancholy passes, though, and a blinding smile takes its place when 
Trucy turns toward him. Apollo’s always heard that saying, the show must go on, but he 
never truly understood it before being faced with this grin that makes his wrist and 
chest ache. “Polly! Took you long enough!” Her fists find their way to her hips, pout 
overtaking her face as she glowers at him. “I know flirting with Prosecutor Gavin is 
super important, but that’s no excuse to keep me waiting!” 

Is she serious? Just because everyone else is crazy about the guy... The sputtering 
combined with the pieces of hair drooping into his face isn’t a good look, Apollo knows, 
his hands scrabbling to fix the damage and his earlier concerns momentarily chased 
away. “I don’t—flirting? Never heard of it. I just wanna go home and get some rest.” 

Either the idea is unagreeable to Trucy, or entirely foreign, because her lower lip is 
more pronounced. Apollo has difficulty imagining her whining, but that’s the tone he 
half-expects to come out of her mouth. “Don’t be a stick in the mud, Polly! I think this 
victory calls for Mr. Eldoon’s!” 

“And I think I'd like to live to see thirty.” But then he recalls the scene from moments 
ago. How frequently he’s seen that same look on Trucy’s face. Is anyone listening to the 
things she doesn’t say? Is Apollo the only one? 

He thinks he could manage to choke down a bowl of salt for that. 


Keys still in his pocket, both arms laden with take out containers, Apollo gapes at 
Trucy as she swings his door open with a flourish. “So you're telling me,” voice shriller 
than normal, “you could have just broken in? Whenever you wanted?” 

There’s not much to steal, of course, and Trucy isn’t the type, but Apollo’s attempts to 
cultivate a space untouched by the absurdity of his so-called professional life weren't 
just for the fun of it. This is all for a good cause, he tells himself, as she bounces into 
what is effectively his living room. 

“Don’t be silly, Polly!” Already she’s glancing around at his belongings with a twinkle 
in her eye— Apollo has the belated urge to hide everything before it vanishes with a 
sleight of hand. “I didn’t know where you lived! And anyway, what’s the point if there’s 
no showmanship behind it?” Her fingers wiggle in the air, some approximation of 
magic, and Apollo struggles to set their meal down without any more of the broth 
making its way onto his lapel. 

His tie is already half loosened, tugged out of shape from the neatly creased Windsor 
knot. There’s sweat trickling down his lower back and his shirt is sticking to the 


moisture, weighed down by the heaviness of his waistcoat. Anywhere else, this would be 
sweltering for October. But the Santa Anas ended their latest barrage just this morning, 
and the hot air they brought is now deathly still in the wake. 

The excessive temperature doesn’t seem to bother Trucy, though, magician’s hat still 
tipped at a jaunty angle and cape fluttering around her waist in the comical excuse for a 
breeze Apollo’s A/C struggles to choke out. It shudders once, twice, from its place in the 
wall before turning over like a half dead engine and sputtering out a steady stream of 
coolness for the time being. The commotion it created over, Trucy occupies herself 
fiddling with the bent corner of the GYAXA poster hanging on the wall— Apollo opens 
up containers of noodles and busies himself watching her. 

It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that Trucy is all about misdirection. She’s a 
magician, after all— that’s her entire schtick. The real trick is in discovering where the 
feint lies. Is it in her roaming expression, cataloguing each new piece of Apollo’s life 
she’s suddenly privy to? The delighted gasp and the hands clapped to her cheeks at the 
sight of his lucky cat, cooing at it as if it were a living, breathing, four-legged thing? 

“Wow, a real bachelor pad,” she finally says, poking at the little waving arm before 
turning her grin back on Apollo. “I just knew it would be exciting!” As if the seven 
hundred he shelled out a month got him anything other than a two room hole in the 
wall. 

“Uh, sure. If by exciting, you mean never knowing whether the shower is going to 
scald you or have you thinking the Antarctic would be a temperate getaway. Anyway, 
food’s ready.” Trucy joins him at the coffee table soon enough, bouncing on the balls of 
her feet once before taking a seat on the couch in front of her meal. C’mon, Justice, 
Apollo taps his toe against the carpet, television turned to some channel Trucy chose, 
overpowering the sounds of blowing out steam and slurping. You can do this. Be cool, be 
subtle. Just start up a conversation about anything, and eventually it'll have to make it 
back to the trial and all, right? “So, what was bothering you earlier?” Great. About as 
tactful as you could get. 

Trucy straightens her cape, making sure the brooch is perfectly in place while fixing 
him with a thoughtful look. “You know what, Polly? I’m glad you asked. When I 
perform, I have to be two steps ahead of the audience, and I think it’s good that in court, 
you're finally catching up!” 

The words come out so matter-of-fact that Apollo nods along, in agreement until their 
meaning finally crashes into his exhausted brain. “Wh-what?!” He recoils in shock at 
the backhanded compliment, his container of noodles teetering dangerously at the 
table’s edge. “Hey! I know what’s going on. Most of the time, anyway!” 

It isn’t until then that reality hits Apollo, and he freezes, chopsticks crushed between 


his fingers. Maybe she’s right. Maybe it does take me too long to catch on. 

In front of him, the curtain waves— the real Trucy always just behind, always just out 
of sight. But for once, he might be able to pull it back just enough to catch a glimpse. 

“IT don’t think you're giving me enough credit there, Truce,” he murmurs, watching 
her gaze fall to the surface of the broth in front of her. It ripples at the movement of a 
chopstick. The television casts a flashing wave of magenta and cyan lights, but despite 
the distractions, Apollo watches her. 

He’s uneasy. Maybe it’s the quiet— maybe it’s the expectation of what’s coming when 
he’s spent a lifetime still digging the grave where his most complicated feelings reside. 
But maybe, it’s knowing that someone he cares about is hurting, and doesn’t have 
anywhere else to turn. 

“Apollo?” Trucy pauses for so long before and after his name that he thinks he may be 
hearing things, but Apollo patiently waits for the rest. “I love Daddy, and I can’t imagine 
not having him for the last few years. But do you ever wonder if you're where you're 
supposed to be?” 

How many times can a heart crack and still hold itself together? Trucy seems 
determined to test that theory with him today. If only you knew. “All the time. Every 
single day.” How else to describe that feeling of otherness, of never truly belonging? It’s 
something he can never shake, no matter how many compliments Mr. Wright or Mr. 
Gavin gave him, no matter how fragile Klavier’s voice was when he thanked Apollo for 
being there. “But the thing is, we can only do so much to change that. 1am where I am, 
and wherever that ends up being, I’m gonna do my absolute best to be the type of 
person I’d want to admire.” 

The intensity, the veracity of his feelings hang in the air, weighing it down once again 
in the heat. Trucy bites her lip; the arm of the lucky cat swings; the couch creaks under 
the shift of his legs. Time keeps moving, even if this seems momentous, as if it should 
stand still. 

“Tm glad you're here, Polly.” Trucy’s eyes are watery, and the tremor in her voice 
reminds Apollo that she is only fifteen. Add to that the wobbly smile, and she looks 
every part the little girl left for an orphan, forced to play grown-up long before she 
should have. The fury and hurt over his own circumstances, once coalesced into 
violence in his youth, have long since abated into a dull ache, but Apollo burns for the 
sake of the injustice done to her. Uncertain what else to do with that sudden zeal, he 
leans forward and wraps Trucy in a hug. 

She huffs softly, a shocked oh! escaping her before arms circle tightly around Apollo’s 
neck. He pulls her in closer, and they stay in that embrace for as long as it takes for 
Apollo’s self consciousness to creep back in. When he pulls away, his hands linger on 


her shoulders, taking in her brighter face. 

“You know that, uh.” The rise of heat in his face from the sudden show of affection 
threatens to stop the flow of words. You don’t always have to be okay, he wants to Say. 
Thinks Trucy needs to hear it, because who would have ever told her that? Who has 
ever told him? Apollo’s never even been able to tell himself— he’s only ever tried to 
convince himself of the opposite. 

“T’m glad you're here too, Truce.” 

Her responding grin marks the first time all afternoon that Apollo’s bracelet sits inert 
on his wrist. “Of course you are!” Trucy winks, tipping her hat, all signs of the earlier 
emotion swept behind the ruffle of her cape. This time, however, her demeanor is much 
more authentic. “You'd be out a job again if I wasn’t!” 

“T wouldn't have anyone to practice tricks with, either,” Apollo says, shoulder 
knocking into hers, even if that’s been one of the more terrifying parts of recent time. 
He still can’t imagine life without it. 

When Trucy looks at him, she’s squinting a little— Apollo imagines he looks her 
opposite but equal in court, staring witnesses down. It makes something in him shake, 
how she doesn’t even need a bracelet to see right through people. 

“I don’t know, Polly. I think you're awfully magic yourself.” 

He chuckles along at the joke— that’s never been true. How many people has Apollo 
ever connected with, really? And here this girl materializes out of nowhere and into his 
life, asking him to pick a card while stealing a piece of his heart in the process. Trucy’s 
magic extends far beyond the stage, the entire world around her lighter for it. “You're 
right, Iam pretty awful. I can saw someone in half, but you won’t wanna look in the box 
after.” 

Trucy laughs aloud, covering her mouth with one hand, and just like that, everything 
is back to normal. Except now, Apollo’s been let in on a secret. He knows a magician 
never reveals— he’s an unwitting confidante, but not an unwilling one. And the 
conspiratorial grin from Trucy? It welcomes him in with open arms, saying here, at 
least, there is somewhere that he fits. And maybe she was looking for much the same. 

In the background, the television drones on. A voice drifts over their conversation. 

“And now, for my next trick...” 


THAT OLD THING? 
IT DOESN'T REALLY 
FIT ME ANYWAYS 


APOLLO WHY DO 
YOU NEVER WEAR 
YOUR JACKET? 


REALLY? BUT 
I'VE ALWAYS 
LIKED IT THO 


rF Becomethe greatest § 
performer ofalitime! — 
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LODESTAR 


written by grace (griffonage) 


It's hard to fear death when you know there's something worse. 

Phoenix has to admit: it's not exactly a catchy card slogan. Not that "catchy" seems to 
be the main concern of Hallmark, or whoever made all the cards on the racks Phoenix 
finds himself looking at as he waits in line. 

But even if "catchiness" wasn't a factor, somehow Phoenix doesn't think they'd spring 
for his idea. It's kind of hard to picture a card with that sort of ominous statement on 
the front, sitting in between a card featuring a cartoon dog (Happy Father's Day, From 
The Bottom of My Fart — Oops! I Mean Heart!) and an even more inexplicable 
clock-themed one (Thinking of You, Dad —yeah, Phoenix thinks, Thinking of The 
Inheritance I'll Get When You Finally Kick The Bucket, so Tick Tock, more likely). Still — 
just because it would be thrown in the Father's Day card slogan reject pile doesn't make 
it less true. 

Speaking of rejects: one lone card in the middle of a group of empty racks catches his 
eye. Probably because it's the ugliest card Phoenix has ever seen — a 
headache-inducing cacophony of blue and red and green, with a giant sparkly star 
taking up over half the card's front. The rest is filled with cursive text that's impossible 
to read without actually picking the card up. 

Phoenix almost does, just to see exactly how cheesy the message is. But before he can 
the line moves forward again, and after another minute or two of being forced to stare at 
a much less interesting display of sunglasses and novelty LA-themed keychains, 
Phoenix is being waved over and interrogated as to his name and date of birth. 

One one-dollar Medicaid co-pay charged to his credit card and a CVS receipt long 
enough to use as a spare bandage for his sprained ankle later, Phoenix is clutching a 
brown paper bag and limping away from the counter. 

Trucy appears by his side seemingly out of nowhere, fiddling with the zipper of her 
bag. "Hi Daddy!" 

"Hey," Phoenix says. "Long time no see." 

She tilts her head. "Did you get what you needed?" 

"Yup. One bottle of prescription-strength ibuprofen, all for me.” Phoenix lifts the bag 
up. "Kind of a lame prize for winning the 'waiting in line’ competition, if you ask me." 

Trucy wrinkles her nose. "What, they didn't give you the good stuff?" 

"Nah." Phoenix hadn’t asked for it either, and he’s kind of relieved they hadn’t offered, 


but he's not going to mention that. Trucy already does enough worrying about him. 
“Find anything interesting?” 

“Nope.” Trucy bounces up and down on the soles of her feet. “Let's get going. The bus 
starts running once every forty-five minutes at midnight, and the next one is in ten 
minutes.” 

“Works for me.” Phoenix grins. Sometimes, it’s just too easy. “But I don’t think I can 
run yet. At least, not fast enough to catch a bus while it’s running.” 

Trucy doesn’t bat so much as an eyelash. “A little sloppy, Daddy.” 

“You think?” 

“Uh-huh. That one probably won't make it into your tight five without some serious 
work.” 

“Better get working, then,” Phoenix says, and reaches out to ruffle her hair because he 
can’t help it; because that’s what he used to do when she was a kid. Trucy dodges his 
hand without any effort, glancing at the mirror next to the sunglasses display and 
tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear. It makes her look older, somehow. More 
like the young woman she's grown up to be, the one Phoenix has trouble seeing 
sometimes, even when the evidence is right in front of him. 

The clock-themed card is suddenly making a lot more sense. Phoenix sticks his hands 
in the pockets of his sweatshirt. “Come on. Let’s go home.” 


At the bus stop on the side of the road, with its graffitied schedule that's probably five 
years out of date and its overflowing trash can full of receipts even longer than 
Phoenix’s, Trucy pats the seat. Phoenix takes it with a groan that's meant to be 
exaggerated and ends up a little too real — not because it takes a good amount of effort 
to sit down (which it does), but because he sees the bus coming down the road and 
realizes he’s going to have to stand up again to get on it. 

Trucy looks down at him. “Come on Daddy. You can do it.” 

“You bet I can,” Phoenix says, and rolls his shoulders back, wincing as they pop into 
place. “I did survive getting hit by a car, after all.” 

“That's right.” Trucy spreads her arms with a showman's flourish. “Witness! The 
death-defying act of one Phoenix Wright! He flies! He falls! And he emerges 
unscathed...mostly!” 

“Don’t think anyone’s going to pay to see that particular show.” 

She pouts. “Are you doubting my salesmanship skills?” 

“Never. I just don’t think people would stay in their seats after I actually came on 
stage.” 

“Ah-hah!” She wags a finger at him as the bus comes to a stop behind her. “That’s how 


you get them, Daddy. Tickets are always final sale.” 

Phoenix grins, and obligingly limps up and through the creaky bus doors, waiting for 
her to slide all the way into the window seat before he collapses down next to her. “My 
own little scam artist.” 

Trucy folds her arms across her chest. “Scam implies that I'm being misleading, or 
misrepresenting things. This is just smart marketing.” 

“Alright,” Phoenix says. “My own little smart marketer, then.” 

She grins, and there's his girl: a hint of steel behind her smile, a mischievous glint in 
her eye that tells whoever smart enough to catch it that she could cause them a world of 
trouble if they were stupid enough to cross her. Never bogged down by the darkness 
around her, no matter how many hands reach up out of the filth to try and pull her 
down. “Daddy?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Are you really okay?” 

“Tm fine,” Phoenix says. It’s cool on the bus, and it’s nice to sit down. “Really. I told 
you not to worry, didn’t I?” 

“Yeah.” Trucy looks at him, one elbow on the window ledge, nestling her chin in her 
palm. “Okay. I won't." 

"Good." Phoenix closes his eyes. The jerky movements of the bus going over potholes 
isn't exactly soporific, but hey. He's tired and lucky enough to have what someone had 
once described as a ‘superhuman’ ability to sleep anywhere at any time, as long as there 
isn't anything urgent weighing on his mind. 

Even superhuman abilities have their limits, though, and an elbow to the ribs is 
definitely one of them. "Wha—" 

"Sorry!" Phoenix raises heavy eyelids to see the owner of one very sharp elbow frozen 
in the process of rummaging through her bag. "I didn't mean to." 

"Sure you didn't," Phoenix grumbles. "Just like you didn't mean to take a twenty from 
my wallet for noodles earlier tonight. Robbing the elderly is frowned upon, you know." 

"So is not paying your employees." Trucy resumes rummaging through her bag. "You 
don't want Apollo to sue the Agency for unpaid wages, do you?" 

"I'm pretty sure noodles don't count as wages." 

"Yeah, but it's a lot harder to think about suing someone when you've got a full 
stomach." Trucy stops, pulling an envelope out of her bag with a flourish. "Aha! 
Presenting my extra-special get well soon gift." 

"For the elbow to the ribs?" 

"Mainly for getting hit by a car, but you can lump that in too." Trucy gives him a 
brilliant smile, along with a bright blue envelope. "For you, Daddy." 


Phoenix takes it, ignoring the sudden lump in his throat. "Thanks, I've been needing 
one of these." 

"A card?" 

"An envelope. Someone sent me a dollar in the mail, and all I have to do to get five 
whole dollars more is mail back the form. Hope you remember my social security 
number." 

Trucy thinks for amoment. "Yup! But I won't tell you what it is until you open this." 

"Now?" 

"No time like the present, right?" 

"Guess so." Phoenix doesn't mention that he'd prefer their fellow bus occupants not 
be disturbed in their travels by the sight of a shabbily-dressed grown man getting weepy 
over a Hallmark card. He slides one finger along the edge of the unsealed flap, smooth 
paper snagging on still-healing skin, and pulls the card out. 

It's just as ugly as Phoenix had remembered it being. The gaudy colors, the glitter, and 
the giant star taking up most of the visual real estate are all the same, and all just as 
painful to look at up close as they had been in the pharmacy line. The main difference is 
that now, Phoenix can actually read the text on the front. 

He looks up."Uh, Truce?" 

"What?" 

"Pretty sure this isn't a 'Get Well Soon card." 

"Nope!" Trucy grins. "Did I fool you?" 

"Sure did." Phoenix traces a thumb over the surface, feeling the glitter flake off onto 
his skin. Just like it had all those years ago, picking up different glitter- and sequin- and 
fluff-covered keychains and trying to figure which one Trucy would hate least. The 
keychain he'd ended up buying had been a little more expensive than the others, but 
once he'd seen it Phoenix couldn't bring himself to buy a cheaper one. 

A sparkly silver star, small enough to fit in Trucy's bag and large enough that her 
small hands had looked even smaller, fidgeting with it that day they took the bus to 
court. At the time Phoenix had thought it was just nerves, worried that she might have 
second thoughts and worried because even after only two weeks he was having trouble 
figuring out what he would do if she did. Later he would realize that Trucy's hands were 
always in motion. Cleverly concealing a coin, twirling a sword, holding out a scrap of 
paper grasping at the edge of his old suit jacket, splayed confidently on her hips or out 
towards a crowd rapt with attention no matter the venue — always skillful and sure, just 
like the rest of her. When she'd taken the papers Phoenix had offered her, they hadn't 
even trembled. 


Phoenix's had. But then, Trucy has always been stronger than him, even at that age — 


especially at that age, so young and already a hardened performer, both on stage and 
off. She'd been determined to read every last word of those forms herself, even if it 
meant pausing every few minutes to ask Phoenix about a word or a complicated 
sentence, and when she was finished she had nodded, looking for all the world like an 
agent satisfied with her talent's final contract. It wasn't until Phoenix had given her the 
keychain that the show had come to a screeching halt. 

Trucy had stared at it as Phoenix had waited, unsettled by the lengthening silence. 
"Uh — if you don't like it, Ican buy you a new one." 

Trucy had shaken her head, still staring down at the keychain, and then Phoenix's 
attention had turned from worrying whether every assumption he'd made about her 
likes and preferences had been horribly wrong to not toppling over as she'd thrown her 
arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder. 

Trucy cried quietly. Too quietly — Phoenix can't remember crying anywhere near as 
quietly at that age and maybe ever in his life, which is why he hadn't let himself then. 
Instead he'd raised the hand not supporting their combined weight up to rest on her 
back and closed his eyes, listening to the sirens and the traffic noise outside drown out 
her breathing, feeling his shirt cling to his shoulder, sweat and tears mingling into 
undifferentiated damp; the itch of a cheap plastic keychain, pressed so hard against the 
back of his neck that Phoenix could feel his heart beating in that spot long after she'd let 
go. 

Dad, the front of the card reads. You're a star! Happy Father's Day. On the inside, the 
typed message: Thanks for being my dad. 

Trucy had somehow found time to sign her name underneath, adding a few hearts 
after the flourish of the y and a smiley-face that pales in comparison to the smile 
Phoenix is greeted with when he glances up at her again. "Hey, Trucy."” 

"Yeah?" 

"If this is a bribe to get me to follow the doctor’s orders and stay off my feet for the 
next couple days —" 

There's a flash of understanding in Trucy's eyes before she laughs, and yeah, Phoenix 
thinks. That's his daughter. Not his his, really borrowed more than anything, the star of 
a show Phoenix accidentally wandered into and was allowed to stay to watch, but yeah, 
Phoenix thinks. That's Trucy Wright. 

"Really, Daddy?" 

"I know,” Phoenix says, slightly dazed. "You have better methods.” 

"Right." 

"That's my name,” Phoenix says, and then because he doesn't want to break down — 
not here, not now, when there's so much left to be done, not on this bus, and not really 


in front of Trucy, if he's being entirely honest — he grins. "Don't wear it out." 
Trucy rolls her eyes. "Come on, Daddy. You're better than that." 

"Sure about that?" 

"Uh-huh." Trucy leans into his arm, one hand coming up to tug lightly on the fabric of 
his sweatshirt as it had his pant leg all those years ago. Phoenix closes his eyes. 

“Daddy?” Trucy asks quietly. 

“Yeah?” 

"Happy Father's day." 

"Thanks." Phoenix reaches over with the arm she isn't leaning on to ruffle her hair, 
taking his time in smoothing it down. She doesn't look up, eyelashes fluttering against 
her cheek as the bus shudders on towards home and through the neon-soaked glow of 
metropolitan night. 


Their face was covered, 
and they did not want to 
talk to me. 


“T will speak only with 
the artist,” they told me. 
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PLAY ME A MEMORY 


written by lev 


The upright piano in the Wright Anything Agency waiting room is very, very out of 
tune. 

Somehow, it’s gotten even worse than the one at the Borscht Bowl Club, which has 
mysteriously retained some harmony with itself despite being subject to temperatures 
no instrument should even be forced to endure. Phoenix’s piano has not been so lucky. 
Trucy once pressed a few keys in the presence of Prosecutor Gavin and the sound 
nearly brought the musician to tears, and not in a good way. That was at least a month 
ago, and Phoenix doesn’t think anyone has touched it since. 

Phoenix certainly doesn’t have any reason to. Playing the piano only started as a 
cover, and the fact that he ended up with one in the office is only thanks to one of 
Kristoph’s moments of backhanded charity—surely, Wright, you cannot expect to 
improve without an instrument of your own. Phoenix hadn’t exactly wanted to 
improve—especially not for Kristoph’s sake—but he found himself plucking away at the 
piano anyway. It was something to do, something to occupy his mind and hands enough 
that he didn’t have to think too much about the present or the past. 

It wasn’t supposed to be anything more than that, but then Trucy asked him to play 
some accompaniment for one of her shows. This was long before he built up any 
resistance to that wide-eyed, pleading look of hers, so naturally, he agreed, and then 
spent two weeks painstakingly mastering the thirty-second jingle, much to the chagrin 
of the Borscht Bowl customers who had to listen to him repeat it, over and over at half- 
tempo, during his shift. And when Maya visited, she demanded renditions of the Steel 
Samurai theme so often that Phoenix had no choice but to work out the melody—or at 
least, he told himself he had no choice, but really it became something of a compulsion 
to find the right notes, to commit more and more of the song to memory and feel the 
pieces slot into place under his fingers. It offered him a sorely-needed feeling of tangible 
progress amidst the interminable cat-and-mouse game with Kristoph that his life had 
become. 

After a while, he got pretty good at playing by ear. Maybe he could have learned to 
read music, but improvisation was more his style, anyway. 

Alone in the office now, he presses one key and then another, picking out the melody 
to the song stuck in his head and doing his best to ignore the sharp twang behind the 
notes. The tune comes together easily enough until he attempts the countermelody— 


his left hand fumbles on the keys, and none of the chords sound quite right. He could 
probably blame the piano for that, but whether it’s the instrument’s fault or his own, the 
effect is the same, so he drops his left hand back to his lap. 

Already rusty. Not that it matters, although he can’t help but wonder if he might have 
improved if he had tried. Kristoph certainly seemed to think so; it had been a petty sort 
of victory to force him to sit through at least one painfully fumbled song every time he 
came to the Borscht Bowl Club to meet Phoenix for dinner. Maybe, in the end, that was 
part of why he had finally snapped... 

A creak from the door interrupts Phoenix’s reflections, and for a second when he 
turns—less, even—his blood runs cold. It’s unfair; Klavier doesn’t look like his brother, 
not really, but Phoenix is too accustomed to the older Gavin darkening his doorstep. 

At least Klavier looks surprised to see him, too, so Phoenix has plenty of time to wipe 
the traces of involuntary alarm from his face. 

“Ah...Herr Wright! Guten abend!” Klavier pulls a smile to his lips, but he stops short in 
the doorway. Obviously, Phoenix’s isn’t the face he was hoping to see. “I saw the lights 
were on, and...” 

He meets Phoenix’s eyes briefly before his gaze skips elsewhere, touching on the 
piano before finally settling somewhere slightly to Phoenix’s left. His discomfort is 
palpable, seeping through the breezy rock star persona despite his obvious efforts. 

Phoenix rarely spends any time with Klavier alone, without the buffer of Trucy and 
Apollo, or Edgeworth. It’s strange how much he’s changed since that fateful day in court 
seven years ago—that brash confidence he flaunted as a teenager is worn more like an 
accessory now, displayed only when needed, like his badge tucked away in his pocket. 
He wields it freely around Apollo—much to Apollo’s annoyance—but seems reluctant 
to show even a glimpse of it around Phoenix. And while he could consider himself lucky 
to be spared the so-called glimmerous fop, Phoenix can’t help but wish the kid didn’t 
seem so nervous around him. 

“How can I help you, Prosecutor Gavin?” Phoenix feels an itch of embarrassment at 
being caught at the piano by a platinum-record-selling musician, so there’s a part of him 
that’s relieved that Klavier seems determined not to look at him. 

Klavier holds up a manilla folder. “There was an addition to the autopsy report in 
Apollo’s current case, so I told Herr Payne I would bring it over.” 

“And he let you?” Phoenix asks, incredulous. “That doesn’t sound like him.” 

“Well, the Chief Prosecutor was conveniently within earshot when I offered,” Klavier 
admits, with a small smile. “Er, is Apollo here...?” 

There’s a hopeful note in his voice, and Phoenix can’t help but notice he says 
Apollo—not Justice, not Herr Forehead—like he’s looking for excuses just to say it 


aloud. The affection in his voice is so obvious, it’s no wonder he sticks to nicknames 
when Apollo’s around. 

Phoenix shakes his head. “Nope, he’s chaperoning Trucy today. Movie night.” 

“Aha.” Klavier’s disappointment is audible, and he fidgets with his belt. “In that 
case...” 

“You can leave it with me,” Phoenix says. “I won’t tamper with it or anything,” he 
adds, with a small smile. 

Klavier goes pale under his tan. “I would never suggest—” 

“Kidding, Gavin, don’t get your chains in a twist,” Phoenix assures him, waving a 
soothing hand and taking the file. “So, hoping to catch Apollo here alone?” he inquires 
mildly, looking up just in time to see Klavier freeze in his tracks as he edges towards the 
door. 

“I was on my way home,” Klavier rushes to say. “And he works late sometimes, so...” 
And you know this how, exactly? Phoenix could ask, but he decides to cut Klavier a 
little slack. He isn’t one to comment on late night visits to a colleague’s office, anyway. 

“Yeah, I’m trying to get him to break that habit,” Phoenix says instead. “We advocate a 
healthy work-life balance here at the Wright Anything Agency.” 

Klavier looks skeptical, which is fair. Phoenix isn’t sure either of them would 
recognize a healthy work-life balance if it hit him over the head with a juice bottle. 

An uncertain silence follows. Klavier tilts his head towards the piano. “You 
were...playing?” 

He seems to realize a moment too late how doubtful he sounds, and he grimaces. 
“Ach, that is, I knew you played, I just—” 

“Didn't know I could actually produce a tune? Fair enough.” Phoenix looks down at 
the keys. “Turns out that after seven years, you can still pick up a few skills even if 
you're not really trying.” 

“Tt’s funny, what sticks with you,” Klavier agrees. “The muscle memory.” 

Phoenix thinks of how he’d flinched at the sight of blond hair in his doorway. Muscle 
memory, indeed. 

“Do you play? Or is ‘Klavier’ just a misleading stage name?” 

“Tt isn’t a stage name. And I do play. Or, I did, when I was younger. Kris and I did 
duets—piano and violin. Now...” He trails off, as if realizing the irony of speaking to 
Phoenix Wright about pianos and Kristoph. “Well, I prefer the guitar.” 

They both go quiet. Klavier shifts his weight, obviously looking for a way to politely 
escape. Phoenix could easily thank him for the file and let him be on his way, and they 
could both make a renewed effort not to end up alone in each other’s presence again, 
but... 


“Klavier,” he begins slowly, just as Klavier has started to inch towards the door again. 
Klavier looks back with a politely expectant expression, and Phoenix takes a breath. 

“...1 want to apologize.” 

Klavier blinks. “Apologize?” he echoes. “To me?” 

“Any other Klaviers around here?” Phoenix’s eyes fall to the piano, and he frowns 
slightly. “That is...yeah, to you. I put you through a lot during the Misham trial.” 

Klavier is shaking his head, but at least he’s looking at Phoenix now, his eyes wide 
with disbelief. “Herr Wright, if anyone should be apologizing—” There’s an almost 
panicked edge to his voice as he breaks off. “I ruined your career.” 

Phoenix shrugs. “You trusted your brother. I can’t fault you for that.” 

He had, once, but getting to know Kristoph changed his perspective. 

“You were a kid,” he goes on. “And you were trying to do the right thing. I don’t blame 
you for it.” 

Klavier’s features are hard, his eyes fixed on a point somewhere in the space between 
the two of them. “Herr Edgeworth has impressed upon the entire office the importance 
of accountability in our line of work. My age, my respect for my brother... none of that 
excuses my actions.” 

Phoenix sighs. “I don’t think Edgeworth’s lectures on accountability are aimed at the 
prosecutors who are picking up their coworkers’ slack by bringing essential evidence to 
the defense,” he says, tapping the file in his lap. 

“But... 1 knew,” Klavier stammers. “I knew something was wrong, but I just...ran from 
it. For seven years, I pretended everything was alright, while you—’” 

“Klavier,” Phoenix interrupts, “Trust me. I’ve had plenty of time to think about what 
might have happened if I hadn’t taken that case and if you’d gone on to lose to your 
brother like he wanted you to. And I don’t like anything that I come up with.” He pauses, 
looking down at the keyboard. “I can’t say the last seven years were fun, but I wouldn’t 
give them up for anything. Honestly.” 

His eyes fall to the relocated magic props scattered across the coffee table. Klavier 
follows his gaze, and he seems to reconsider whatever argument he was about to 
make. 

“But I owe you an apology for this mess as much as I owed Apollo one,” Phoenix goes 
on, rubbing his jaw with a wince. “I used both of you to get to Kristoph. Maybe you were 
both willing to do it, but I still...well, I played you like cards, basically.” 

Klavier arches an eyebrow. “Must I forgive your puns, as well?” he asks weakly. 

Phoenix chuckles. “Sorry.” 

“..did Herr Justice get his apology?” 

“Oh, of course he did. He hasn’t accepted it yet, but I’m hoping that by the time he fills 


out his Eldoon’s punch card on my dime and gets his free bowl of noodles, he might 
come around...” Phoenix sighs. “Well. You don’t have to accept it, either. But I don’t 
want you feeling sorry for me, okay?” 

He adopts his Stern Dad Tone, which isn’t very stern, really, but Klavier looks taken 
aback anyway. His gaze drops to the piano, and he’s quiet for a long moment. 

“That was The Guitar’s Serenade earlier, ja?” 

Phoenix blinks. “Uh, yeah.” Whenever he checks in with Lamiroir—or whenever 
Apollo’s phone rings—the tune winds its way back into his head. 

“You have the melody?” Klavier asks, stepping up to the piano and reaching for the 
lower octaves. 

“Huh?” 

Klavier depresses a chord with one hand, picks out a fluid arpeggio with the other, 
and it’s almost irritating how obvious his musical talent is from that alone. Phoenix 
looks at him sideways. 

“I thought you weren’t playing this anymore?” 

“A song I no longer play on an instrument I left behind long ago...perhaps it cancels 
out, ja?” Klavier glances at him. “Go on, Herr Wright.” 

It’s easier than Phoenix expects to keep up with Klavier’s steady accompaniment. 
Klavier doesn’t slow the tempo noticeably, but Phoenix finds that the notes he worked 
out earlier almost fall into place of their own volition—although just as he thinks so, he 
fumbles on a key and has to scramble a little to catch up. Klavier adjusts for him, adds 
an embellishment to fill the space, and when Phoenix shoots him a look, he just smiles 
mildly and continues playing. 

Ambitiously, Phoenix attempts a little flair of his own on the bridge, which earns him 
an approving nod from Klavier until a rash of missed accidentals thoroughly humbles 
him. Klavier covers for him deftly, then winds the tune to a close with another 
arpeggiated chord, which he allows to hang in the air just until the discord in the 
instrument becomes a little too grating. 

“Not bad, Herr Wright.” 

Phoenix casts him a skeptical look. “Don’t worry, I won’t make the mistake of quitting 
my day job again.” 

Klavier’s smile dims slightly, and Phoenix internally chides himself. 

“You know, you're a good collaborator,” he adds, since it’s true of music and he knows 
it’s true in court, too, and he thinks maybe it would do Klavier some good to hear 
someone Say so. It’s the least Phoenix can do to encourage the success of prosecutors 
who don’t throw things at the defense. 

Klavier lets out a dry laugh. “Oddly enough, Kris never thought so.” 


Phoenix doesn’t bother trying to look surprised. “Well, Ihope we have the chance to 
work together again, under better circumstances.” 

The corner of Klavier’s lip quirks upwards. “Ja, this piano will certainly need to be 
tuned before we can record my comeback single.” 

“T meant in court, wise guy.” 

Klavier straightens up, and he looks down at the piano for a moment before turning to 
fully meet Phoenix’s eyes for the first time since his arrival. 

“Tf that’s a promise...then I will accept your apology.” 

Phoenix smiles. “It’s a deal, Gavin.” 

When Klavier starts to make motions towards the door again, Phoenix stops him one 
last time. 

“Hey, Klavier,” he calls, and Klavier pauses on the threshold. “Movie should be 
finishing up, and Truce’ll probably drag Apollo to Eldoon’s on the way back. You can 
bring this if you want an excuse”—Phoenix waves the updated autopsy report—“but I 
think he’ll be happier to see you if you come without work. Besides, broth stains on the 
court record...it’s unprofessional, really.” 

For a moment, Klavier just stares at him. Then he lets out a resigned half-laugh. 
“Danke, Herr Wright.” 

When the growl of a motorcycle engine outside has faded down the street, Phoenix 
turns back to the piano and replaces the cover over the keys. Then he stands, 
stretches—wincing as his joints pop—and turns on another lamp before hefting a 2027 
study guide from the bookshelf. It’s rare for the office to be so calm these days, and if 
he’s going to keep his promise, he should take advantage of the quiet. 


A HANDFUL OF MARCH BIRTHDAYS 


written by vol 


When Trucy turns nine, she spends her first birthday with her new Daddy. 

Well. School had taken up the daytime. She, a newly-turned nine year old, had to sit 
through the usual slew of subjects chunked into a structure she still hates, even after 
nearly a whole academic year of it, all on her birthday- but she did manage to have 
some fun. Alongside learning long division and how clouds make rain at school, she’s 
also learned that birthdays can function as somewhat of a get-out-of-jail-free card for 
students (she’s learned how to play Monopoly too, but that was from Daddy), so perhaps 
Mr. Hat had made more cameos than usual that day, without getting her too told off. 

As he’d let her know on the walk to school, Daddy hadn’t joined her on the walk back. 
And she realises exactly why when she pushes open the door to the office they call 
home: with the air smelling close and cloying, like burned sugar, he rounds the corner 
of the kitchenette with one hand behind his back and one stuffed into his hoodie 
pocket. 

“Surprise!” he says, as his trick is performed: cake brought out, confetti shower 
thrown up over it. He looks at her with a smile she can feel the tension leaking out of. “I, 
uh- I burnt it a bit,” he continues, around a choppy laugh. “I’m sorry.” 

Trucy looks down at the cake and the explanation of the smell. It’s lumpy-made- 
slightly-smooth by mounds of icing, homemade and in excess, that also likely hide the 
parts where Daddy had burned it. And based on the state of Daddy’s t-shirt, a lot of its 
ingredients, for better or worse, narrowly missed that fate in the first place. 

All in all? It’s the best birthday cake she’s ever been given. 

“T would’ve made another one,” Daddy says into her silent appraisal, “but we didn’t 
have enough ingredients, and-” 

Trucy takes a second to wish his reflexes and by extension the cake the best of luck, 
before barrelling into his chest to hug him. It successfully stops his rambling apology. 
He tells her to give him a sec to put the cake down so he can give her a proper hug back, 
and then she’s waddling them backwards to sit on the sofa, where they sit and eat 
burned cake smothered in too much icing right off the plate until a worrying portion is 
gone and they both feel too sick to have dinner. It’s Trucy’s new favourite birthday. 

Much later on, after the lights had been flicked on to chase away the dark and then 
flicked off to let it back in, after she throws one of the sofa blankets over her 
now-sleeping Daddy, she catches eyes with her other Daddy, portrait in sepia. And she 


knows what she’s supposed to feel; she’s not stupid. But the emotions won’t come. They 
haven't for a while. It’s the one performance she can’t do, even if it is just a performance 
for herself. 

There had been two tricks she’d employed that day, in Defendant Lobby No. 2- a 
distraction of sorts, a feint, so that her Daddy could disappear. A note, given to the old 
boy in blue, one she has since realised was meant to make him disappear, too. 

That same old boy, now in grey, snorts in his sleep. Trucy reaches out to one of his 
hands flopped at his side, gently holding it with hers, and the familiar warmth she feels 
is uniquely his. His, and only his. 

An old Daddy who had disappeared. A new one who had stayed, and then some. It’s 
no wonder she doesn’t feel anything towards that portrait anymore. 


When Trucy turns ten, she spends it eating takeout Eldoon’s noodles at her usual side 
of the poker table in the cold, old Hydeout. 

“Did Mr. Eldoon try to give you the birthday treatment?” Daddy asks from where he’s 
Sat next to her, after he’s swallowed his most recent bite. He has a ring of chive stuck in 
his stubble. She flicks it off for him with an ungloved hand while she replies. 

“Sure did.” 

“Did you let him?” 

“Sure didn’t. We gotta support our small businesses.” She stabs her disposable 
chopsticks into her noodles and twirls. “That means no accepting birthday discounts!” 

“Agh, you make me look bad, kiddo,” Daddy says, also going back in for another 
mouthful. “I used to take any and all discounts his pops offered me, back in the day. But 
hey! I was always good for my tab.” 

She grins at him. “Still makes you a cheapskate, Daddy.” 

“Eh, I prefer the less derogatory term of frugal.” he says, grinning back, and shrugging 
an easy shoulder. “Or better yet, industrious.” 

“Tom-ay-to, tom-ah-to, if you ask me.” she says, and Daddy only hums, a small, 
deferent smile still playing on his lips. So she takes it as a win, and changes the topic. 
“When’s your next match?” 

His face shifts, and a pair of stern chopsticks are pointed at her. “Never mind that. It’s 
your birthday- the next sucker can wait until we’ve finished our noodles, and I’ve forced 
the whole club to sing you a happy birthday. At the very least.” 

“You don’t have to do that. I don’t mind spending it down here helping you with your 
matches, y know. I get to read people. It’s fun!” 

But her Daddy’s brow folds like a hand of cards and his mouth twists much the same. 
“It’s work though, Truce,” he says. “You don’t want me pulling you into work on your 


birthday.” 

He turns his frown down onto his Eldoon’s, leaving her frowning at his profile. He 
doesn’t like bringing her into work at the best of times, and he’s made enough veiled, 
deprecating jokes about it for Trucy to realise that the reason for this is that he’s scared 
he’s using her. But he’s not. Trucy knows what that feels like now, has had time to figure 
it out, and he’s not. He never has. 

“That’s not true,” she says, and then she puts a smile on her face, and rocks her head 
onto his shoulder. “And besides, if I really didn’t like it, I would’ve called CPS on you 
ages ago.” 

That gets a laugh out of him, a proper one, one that materialises as a burst of dragon 
breath in the cold basement air. She grins back- a reflex to his own, but also a product of 
her performer’s satisfaction. It’s always good to make the audience smile. 

“But I'll still take that birthday song, oh Daddy-o!” she continues, keeping her 
momentum going. “I wanna see if there’s any talented singers hidden among the 
patrons of the Borscht Bowl that we can sign onto the agency.” 

He winks conspiratorially at her. “Right you are, kiddo. I’ll do my best ivory-tickling to 
draw them out for you.” 

They're best as a team like this, Trucy thinks. And maybe it’s not ideal, but what Trucy 
had before wasn’t ‘ideal’; and maybe Daddy’s right to feel bad about it, but Trucy 
couldn’t even if she tried. This is what they have, this is how they work, and she doesn’t 
mind it. Not at all. He’ll come round. 


When Trucy turns twelve, she feels like having some fun while she waits for Daddy to 
come back from his smoke break. He won’t be long, knowing who she’s waiting with. 

“T didn’t get anything for my birthday this year...” she pouts, picking at the tablecloth 
under her hands. Meanwhile, the trick deck she’d unwrapped that very morning while 
chewing on birthday toast (mallow-fluff and sprinkles on gently-warmed bread) sits 
comfortably in her pocket, Daddy’s relief at getting her the right ones threaded through 
each card. 

Mr. Gavin, her tablemate, raises a well-groomed brow. “You didn’t? What a shame, 
Miss Wright.” He clucks his tongue. “Your father can be awfully... spacey like that.” 

Trucy sighs and looks off to the side, imagining the wall shelved with candles and 
liquor bottles is instead a taxi window being lashed by rain, or something similarly film 
noir. “We mustn't blame him, though. It wouldn't be fair to him.” 

“Of course,” Mr. Gavin agrees, nodding gravely. 

There’s a silence, and Trucy waits it out, letting it speak for her. Inevitably: 

“How about I pick up his slack?” 


Trucy stifles a grin, instead plastering on the face of child-like naivety that she’s 
mastered so well. “Whatever do you mean, Mr. Gavin?” 

“Well- I don’t have any physical wares on me I could fashion into a gift, nor even a 
card, but- how does a crisp fifty dollar bill sound? You can buy whatever you like, then. 
Clothes, dolls- whatever it is young girls are interested in these days.” 

“Oh, Mr. Gavin, you shouldn’t!” she cries, and then bites her thumb, something she’d 
seen a genuinely anxious Pearly do and then immediately added to her arsenal of 
moves. 

And now, for the finale. 

She widens her eyes in glistening, overdone earnesty, leans forward, and drops her 
voice to a hush: “Daddy might feel guilty...” 

Something like opportunity flashes across Mr. Gavin’s face. “I understand your 
concerns, Miss Wright. But your father’s feelings aside, I believe you deserve a proper 
birthday, and so, may I suggest... we simply don’t tell him. I won't, and I'll leave it up to 
your discretion whether you do.” 

Fifty bucks. She can do a lot with that, and she’ll have to think carefully on what to 
invest it in. But first purchase is definitely to be a packet of pocky from the corner shop 
on the walk home to eat with Daddy, because it was a joint effort in spirit, as always, and 
she wants to share the spoils with him. 

She chews the inside of her mouth, feigning uncertainty. “Hm... if you think that’ll be 
okay, Mr. Gavin, then... okay! Thank you so much!” 

She goes to tuck the crisp note between the lining of her pocket and the trick deck of 
cards from her Daddy, and pauses. 

She smiles at her tablemate. “Hey, Mr. Gavin... Do you want to see a magic trick?” 


When Trucy turns fourteen, she wakes up her and Daddy in their hotel suite super 
early to meet an even-earlier Uncle Miles down in the lobby. 

“T's... your birthday?” Uncle Miles asks, doubt creasing his brow, when she informs 
him, but in the native tongue of French, of the special occasion. 

“Sure is!” she grins. She notes the half-amused, half-reproved, wholly on-board eye 
roll Daddy gives her, but doesn’t react. Uncle Miles, meanwhile, still looks unsure. Trucy 
tilts her head at him. 

“Ts there a problem?” she asks, and that gets him to fluster nicely. It’s always fun to 
play with the spirit level that is the composure of her favourite uncle, because he’s a 
fantastic sport about it. 

“N-No, not at all, I just thought-” he starts, and then frowns again, looking away in 
thought. “Well, it’s just that I swore your birthday was in mid November... I distinctly 


remember us being in Wiesbaden, and me being forced to request that the waffle 
vendor sing you ‘happy birthday’. But in German.” 

And Trucy can’t help it- he just looks so sincerely unsure of himself- and she bursts 
into giggles, Daddy immediately joining in next to her. The whole fit only gets worse 
when Uncle Miles looks between them both, utter scandal stamped onto his face, and 
starts puffing air about how he should’ve known they were playing him for a fool. 

“C@’mon, Uncle Miles- it got us all free waffles! Was worth it, right?” 

He only shakes his head, a poor attempt at annoyance, betrayed by the small smile on 
his face. Sunlight streams into the lobby from behind him, and warms her own 
still-laughing face. 

And French sunlight is technically no different to the Japanifornian sunlight back 
home, but it’s amazing what nine thousand kilometres of distance and the chance Uncle 
Miles regularly offers her and her Daddy to be away from everything, even for just a 
week, can do. 


When she turns fifteen, her Daddy is stressed. And when her Daddy’s stressed, she’s 
stressed, because they bounce off of each other like two ping-pong players with too 
much momentum, playing too good of a game. 

He’d been with Mr. Gavin a few nights ago. When he’d gotten back home, the hour 
late and her sat in the kitchen waiting up for him, his jaw had been set, his eyes had 
been wild, and he’d whispered to her, ‘he’s up to something, Truce, I can feel it’. He’s with 
Mr. Gavin tonight, too, a surprise call after dinner asking him to meet up for ‘just fifteen 
minutes of his time’, and Trucy had forced his sandals into his hands before he could 
refuse and say ‘it’s your birthday’, because she knows he was going to, and she knows 
he’d only be more stressed if he didn’t go. 

When he does return, not even ten minutes later, the stress from a few nights ago has 
apparently bled into tonight. 

He stands in the hallway. There’s a baby pink envelope hanging limp between his 
finger and thumb. 

“It’s for you. From him.” he says, catching her looking at it. And that’s all he says. Is 
that all Mr. Gavin called him out for? 

She doesn’t care if there’s a crisp fifty dollar bill in there. She doesn’t care how much 
stupid pocky she could buy her and Daddy with it, she doesn’t care, because the hand 
holding the envelope holding all of these opportunities is shaking. 

“Bin it.” Trucy says. 

Daddy nods, the movement jerky and terrible. 

They watch a horror movie that night; her birthday request. Daddy holds her hand 


tight even when there’s no scary bits happening on screen. Trucy doesn’t let go. 


When Trucy turns sixteen, she spends it with Daddy, of course. And also Polly, and 
Prosecutor Gavin, and Ema, and Aunty Maya, Pearly, and Uncle Miles. 

The whole day is filled to bursting with food, gifts, and laughter, and as much energy 
as she has, she’s well and truly tuckered out by the end of it- the actual celebration part 
of her birthdays are usually small affairs, spent with only Daddy. 

But tradition holds fast, because with the sky darkening in the windows of the office 
they call home, she’s slouched on the couch, everyone else now gone, with just him 
once more. There’s a plate of cake between them, their forks periodically digging in, the 
noise of which taking it in turns with the otherwise companionable taffy stretch of 
silence. Daddy adds a hum to the rotation, and she looks up at him. 

“Sorry I burned the cake,” he says, around a mouthful of it. “Again.” 

Trucy smiles. “That’s okay,” she replies, and as ever, means it. It’s been eight years of 
meaning it, preceded by eight years of not, she realises. 

She smiles harder, and her cheeks hurt. 

“Tt tastes better burned anyways.” 


Iii} 


LEVITATION. 


CELEBRATORY NOODLES 


written by charlie 


A tiny, gloved fist closed in his own. Out of the corner of his eye, there was a bright pink 
blob just out of his line of sight. “We’re almost there,” Phoenix told her, “You hear that 
sound?” 

“Uh-huh.” The blob moves, he knew that meant she nodded. 

The sound of the harmonica nearby made his stomach growl, reminiscent of Pavlov 
and his dog. “That's the sound of Mr. Eldoon. When you hear his harmonica down the 
street, you know he’s ready to give you something good.” 

“Okay.” Trucy’s hand squeezed his own. “Uhm. You said we were just gonna get food 
and go back, right?” 

“Yep. You don't really sit down for Eldoon’s,” he explained. “It’s kinda like...” He stopped 
walking and looked down at her. “Do you, uh, have you ever gone to a drive thru before?” 
Trucy looked up at him with her impossibly big eyes and said nothing. Well, he could 

at least understand what that meant. 

“Gotcha. Well, I can’t drive, so the likelihood of us going to one is slim.” He was going to 
start walking again, but then he decided on a different approach. “Are you getting tired? 
Want me to carry you the rest of the way?” 

“I'm not tired,” she protested, Trucy let go of his hand anyway. “But I wouldn’t mind it 
if you carried me.” 

And then next thing he knew she was sitting on his shoulders, delightedly rambling 
about how different everything looks at this height, and how this must be what the 
adults see all the time, and how she can’t wait to become an adult so she can see this 
much all the time. Phoenix laughed along. Her enthusiasm was so infectious, that for a 
short while he was able to forget everything else: recent unemployment, how the hell he 
was going to take care of her, who really killed who... 

His conversation with Eldoon Sr. wasn’t much. Maybe a little check in, introductions 
between him and Trucy, Trucy talking his ear off about turning his office into an agency, 
Eldoon complaining about his son's rebellious medical career, and finally offering dinner 
on the house, to celebrate the occasion. 

Because that was the first meal he and Trucy shared together. 

“Hell-ooooo! Earth to Daddy! Come in Daddy!” Trucy, definitely not eight years old, 
snapped him back to the present with her fingers, “You're still breathing, so I’m going to 
assume you're with us in the land of the living.” 


It’s seven years later on a chilly October night. Technically, they already celebrated 
Vera Misham’s acquittal with Apollo earlier that day, but he made them break tradition 
to get a victory lunch somewhere else. And besides, this victory had a different kind of 
weight for him and Trucy. 

“Ah, my bad.” He broke his chopsticks apart, “Guess my thoughts decided to grow legs 
and make arun for it... What were you saying?” 

“T didn’t say anything, but your food is going to get cold at this rate.” She frowned at 
him. “Geez, is it past your bedtime already, old man?” 

“Sorry Truce, I’m ancient now. You'll have to carry me home, lest I pass out on this 
picnic table.” Trucy snickered, just the reaction he was aiming for. “But I don’t think it 
matters too much if these get cold, there’s so much hot sauce in these noodles, it could 
set the state on fire.” 

“Well, it isn’t called the ‘red hot justice bowl’ for nothin’!” Trucy grinned, “But Apollo 
always adds extra hot sauce to it, for some reason. He’s a weird guy. I’m glad he’s staying 
with us.” 

“Me too, but don’t tell him I said it. Ihave an image to maintain.” 

“My lips are sealed!” Trucy blew on her noodles. “So, what were you thinking about 
earlier?” 

“Oh, nothing really. Just the first time I took you out for some noodles. You remember 
that?” 

She swallowed a mouthful of her dinner, nodding. “Yep! I spilled my bowl on the way 
back home, so we had to split yours.” 

Phoenix’s noodles burned a little as they went down his throat. He should’ve brought 
some juice with him. “Ah, so you do remember that. I don’t think I was that hungry that 
night anyway, so maybe it's for the best that you ate most of mine.” He eyed her bowl 
meaningfully, “But that doesn’t mean you're exempt from the dad tax now, sunshine.” 
Phoenix leaned over the table and deftly snatched a few noodles from her bowl. 
“Daddy!” Trucy squealed, scandalized. 

“T will not apologize for any food related actions. Plus I paid for us, so there.” 

“Thope they burn your tongue.” Trucy pouted. “And give you digestive issues.” 

“Love you Truce.” 

“Hmph.” Trucy decided to focus her attention on her dinner instead, but after a 
minute she sighed. “Using the L word on me to get away with your crimes... you’re the 
worst. But I guess I love you too.” And then she went back to devouring her meal, 
though her words echoed in Phoenix's ears. 

The first time he ever said “I love you” out loud reminded him of something out of a 
cheesy soap opera. Back when they weren't quite used to each other yet, they had a stupid 


argument about what tricks Trucy could and couldn't do. He tried really hard to not lose 
his patience with her while she cried and yelled and finally, when she stomped her little 
feet and said “Why are you being so unfair,” his voice cracked as he answered: 

“Because I love you, and I don’t want you to get hurt!” 

Trucy looked at him for only a second, then dashed into the bedroom— leaving him 
scared and alone on the couch for an hour. When she emerged from her room sometime 
after, she crawled onto his lap and cried into his shirt. “I’m sorry, Daddy, I didn’t mean 
what I said, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I love you too. I’m sorry.” 

“Daddy,” Trucy pulled him out of his thoughts with just his name this time. “You're 
staring at me. Is there something on my face?” 

Phoenix smiled. Trucy’s face was all scrunched up in annoyance— she’d been making 
that same face since age eight. His bowl was empty now, so he got up and moved to sit 
next to his daughter. Then he booped her nose and she scrunched it even more. He 
laughed and pulled her into a hug. “Nope. I was just thinking about how lucky I am.” 

“You got hit by a bus and a car this year!” Her words were muffled, and he laughed 
again. 

“I didn’t say it was always good luck, bunny.” She giggled into his hoodie, snuggling up 
against him. 

“Mm. You're nice and warm. Like a blanket fresh out of the dryer.” 

“That’s one way to put it, I guess. Wait,” Phoenix let go of Trucy and looked her over. 
“Are you cold? I told you to bring a sweater or something warmer.” He had already 
unzipped his hoodie, “You aren’t allowed to get sick, even if I’m letting you skip school 
tomorrow.” 

“Tt wasn’t cold when we left,” but she still pulled the sweater on. “Huh. This smells 
sweatier than usual... What, were you nervous during the trial?” 

She teased— a mischievous glint in her eyes along with a sly smile— “Of course I 
wasn't.” It was harder for him to bluff without his hoodie, but a little wise-cracking 
would do just fine. “I decided to run a marathon today. I think I was the first to cross the 
finish line, actually. They gave me this gold medal,” Phoenix pointed to his locket, “and 
it wasn’t made out of candy, trust me, I bit into it to check.” Trucy’s assumption was 
correct though. 

He had a lot to be nervous about: how the jury would go, Vera’s condition, the case, 
how it would all affect Trucy... Yeah. He did a lot of sweating. And not a lot of sleeping. 
Even if he did trust Apollo to get the job done. Maybe he should have considered giving 
Apollo more than just a day off the next day... 

It was hard to reflect on that too much, especially with Trucy almost pushing him off 
the bench, unable to rein in her giggles. “Daddy, even if you were being serious, I’d 


know you were lying. The only times I’ve ever seen you run quickly was when the stage 
at the Wonder Bar broke, and—’” 

“Oh, don’t remind me,” He groaned. “I love you dearly honey, but I do not want to 
remember all the times you could’ve gotten badly hurt doing your job.” 

“Aww, but I’ve only gotten seriously hurt twice! And we got paid extra, and lots of 
sympathy tips!” 

“Yeah, that’s because the one you started crying while telling people they could get a 
refund for the poor performance, even though your ‘dearest mother’ had recently 
packed her bags and left us with nothing.” 

“Sometimes the best way to milk your audience is through sympathy!” 

“And the other time you went through your show like nothing happened, even though 
your arm was clearly broken.” 

“Oh, but Daddy, every good performer knows that no matter what happens, the show 
must go on!” 

Phoenix sighed. “Yup. You're my kid alright.” 

“And proud of it too!” Trucy’s grinned brightly “...Speaking of shows... what’s next? 
For us, I mean. Or you? I don’t know how much of this next bit is collaborative.” 

“Ugh. Not you too.” Since the gavel went down that day, Phoenix was bombarded by 
everyone asking him about what was next. It got to the point that he unplugged the 
office phone and locked his cell in a desk drawer. “I thought we promised that tonight 
was for celebrating, bunny! Tomorrow’s for all the boring stuff. Like planning and...” 

“ .Nisiting my old daddy, right?” There was a rare expression of uncertainty on her 
normally carefree face. “We're still going to do that?” 

“Tf you still wanted to,” Phoenix pulled Trucy into a one armed hug. After Apollo left 
work that day, Trucy asked Phoenix if they could go to the cemetery. “We can go check 
up on Vera afterwards too, maybe we can smuggle some noodles for her.” 

Her smile returned, not as bright as before, but sincere. “That sounds great, Daddy. I'll 
bring her some extra tricks, too!” 

“They'll love that, Bunny. Oh, but don’t bring Bullets. The last time you tried that trick 
in a hospital, the furball escaped from your clutches, and an entire wing of highly 
allergenic people nearly died.” 

“Mmhm. Got it. No dying people allowed.” 

He’d always been good at reading Trucy; well, maybe not always, she used to clam up 
whenever he asked if something was wrong back when things between them were still 
too fresh and new. But after many unexpected late nights, hasty early mornings 
scrambling eggs and rushing out of the door, and long afternoons in the comfort of a 
couch and loving arms, it didn’t take too long for him to figure her out. It was like 


reading a picture book now, with Trucy being the exact picture of the dwarf Sleepy. Not 
only did she sound bored after he talked about one of her tricks, she was just staring 
absently into the bottom of her bowl, leaning against the table with her chin in her 
hands. 

So Phoenix, being the annoying, overbearing parent he was, bumped her shoulder. 
"Somebody's tired," he teased. 

“No I’m not—’” Trucy proved his point by yawning. “...Okay, maybe just a little bit.” He 
was about to laugh at her, but she pointed at him with a chopstick. “You're one to talk! 
You look like you’ve barely slept for three nights!” 

“Ahaha, well, you know...” He wished he had some noodles left in his bowl, that way 
he had something to do with his hands to stall a bit. “It’s been a rough couple of days.” 

“Tt’s been longer than that, Daddy.” Trucy observed. “More like... a couple of years.” 

“Only off and on, Truce.” And that was true. Everyone thought losing his badge was 
the worst thing that ever happened to him, but that simply wasn’t the truth. That trial 
seven years ago gave him Trucy Wright, the greatest gift of his life. He didn’t want to 
imagine what his life would’ve been like without it, let alone her’s. 

“.. Yeah.” Trucy smiled. “They weren’t that rough. I think you made them easier.” 
Well, if Trucy was being open out here, where anyone could see her, then so could he. 
The smile on his face was horribly gooey. “I think I should be the one saying that, Bun. 
So... Thanks. For letting me be your daddy. And for being there when we needed each 
other most.” 

“To our mutual partnership?” Trucy raised what was left of her bowl, which held 
maybe a drop or two of broth. 

Phoenix did the same. “To us.” He corrected, before they both tried to down the last 
remnants of their meal, “Two Wrights can solve any wrongs.” 

“That’s terrible, Daddy.” 

“Yeah, everyone’s a critic.” He sighed and slid off the park bench “Alrighty, c’mon, 
partner. Let’s go home already. I can tell that we’re going to end up passing out together 
on the couch.” 

Trucy, amazingly, yawned again. It was too bad the camera in his beanie was off right 
then , because that was rare. “I’m sooo tired though,” She said dramatically. “Could you 
carry me?” 

He laughed, “If I do that, I don’t think I'll ever be able to eat here again.” Guy Eldoon 
swore to Phoenix that if he did something to mess up his back more, he would never eat 
salt for as long as he lived. “But we'll see if I can’t give you a piggyback ride when we're a 
safe enough distance from where he usually parks his stand.” 

“Did I ever tell you you're the best Daddy ever?” 


“Pfft. Nope. Usually you say something else; like I’m the ‘sweatiest,’ or the ‘weirdest,’ 
‘most annoying’—” Trucy elbowed him in the stomach, “ouch! I’m kidding, kiddo. Even 
with the gloves, your nails are a murder weapon waiting to happen.” 

Phoenix remembered what happened the first time they had dinner together. After 
sharing noodles and laughter, there was a heavy weight against his arm, and gentle 
snores. After such an eventful day, Phoenix didn't have the heart to move her to his bed. 
And even then, he could already feel his eyes growing heavy.. The two of them fell 
asleep on the couch. Trucy tucked into his lap while he sat up. 

Their dinner ended just like their first had— Trucy sound asleep, still wearing his 
hoodie, and drooling on his shoulder. Phoenix pet Trucy’s hair softly, the way she 
always liked, with one hand, and used the other to hold her close. 
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THE WORLD IS WAITING 


written by grace (rivalsforlife) 


Vera Misham set foot in a mall for the first time in over a decade, and was surprised by 
how quiet it was. 

She’d seen the movies, and expected it to be similar to a train station or an airport, 
packed full of people moving fast and snapping at anyone in their way. Though the mall 
was hardly easy, she had braced herself for worse. The Top 40 hits playing over the radio 
were noticeable but not too loud, and there were only a couple of people in her line of 
sight. 

“Not too bad, huh?” Trucy chirped, coming up beside her. She and Apollo were 
supposed to accompany her this evening, but Apollo had dropped out because of a 
sudden issue with his apartment. Vera had grown accustomed to having both of them 
around, filling in spots in conversations with each other while she could simply listen. 
“Monday evenings are usually quiet. We can take a look around now, and when you're 
ready, we can come back again on a busier day. Sound good?” 

Vera nodded. “I really appreciate all you're doing for me, Trucy. You and Apollo both.” 

“Eh, don’t worry about it! I’m a teenager, I want any excuse to hang out at the mall! 
Even if I blew fifteen years worth of allowance on Gavinners’ merch.” She stuck out her 
tongue and knocked on her hat. “So, it’s like I said before. Let’s go to the food court, then 
if you're up to it, we can check out some of the stores afterwards. Just let me know if you 
need to tap out and I'll teleport us out of there. Ready?” 

“Tm ready,” said Vera, though she didn’t feel it. 

“Then, follow me!” Trucy twirled, swishing her cape and tilting her hat before 
heading off into the depths of the mall. 

Since her outfit often attracted attention, Trucy had offered to wear other clothes on 
their outings, but Vera found it gave her courage. Even prior to her agoraphobia, she’d 
always admired the Gramaryes. They could stand on stage in front of thousands, 
fearless and flawless, executing their magic tricks without fumbling once. For Vera, who 
had been awkward as a child and only grew worse, that had been something to admire. 

Trucy was their worthy successor, with a presence about her that would draw eyes 
even without the top hat and cape. The smile never left her face as she guided Vera 
through the most basic of tasks these past few months, refusing to admit defeat no 
matter how many times Vera had collapsed on the pavement with a shudder. 

It was through her determination that Vera could take these steps into the mall, and 


that was magic all on its own. Without it, she would have shut herself up in her room 
again long ago. 

Still, Trucy’s magic couldn’t help everything. When they turned the corner and faced 
the food court, Vera felt the air around her grow thin. 

A group of teenagers sat at a nearby table. They laughed at some joke, discordant and 
overlapping, as they shouted and lunged at each other across the table. 

Across the room, a petulant toddler screamed in protest as their mother offered food. 
They banged some plastic toy against their chair like a hammer. 

At a smoothie shop, the screech of a blender pierced through Vera’s ears and made her 
vision rattle. Her chest tightened, and the air grew even thinner, she couldn't do this, 
why did she ever think she could — 

“Hey, Vera.” Trucy stepped in front of her. Vera tried to focus her vision on Trucy, the 
small barrier between her and the terrors of the food court. “I’ll grab you boba, have you 
tried it before? It’s very good, I think you'd like it. There’s a bench over that way, do you 
think you can make it there?” 

She pointed over Vera’s shoulder at a bench that was partway down the hall. It seemed 
more secluded and quiet. Vera focused on her breathing, like she’d practiced many 
times, until the panic dulled down to a quieter hum. “Y-Yes, I can do that.” 

“Great! I'll see you then!” 

Trucy bounced unflinchingly into the center of the terrifying food court. Vera slunk 
to the bench, step by careful step, as shame crept up to displace the panic. Nineteen 
years old, and she needed a fifteen-year-old to order food for her and tell her where to 
go. Many of those vendors in the food court were around her age, and they must interact 
with dozens of people a day: speaking to them without hesitation, spending hours and 
hours in public without spiraling into anxiety and needing regular breaks. 

Vera knew now that death would come for her in the safety of her own home as it 
would in the outside world, and she couldn’t stay locked away forever. Her father and 
mother were gone, and she was expected to provide for herself. Yet the progress she’d 
made felt agonizingly slow, and something as simple to everyday life as a mall still fazed 
her. How would she be expected to shop for her own groceries and clothes, instead of 
relying on the Wright Anything Agency’s generosity to deliver them for her? Would she 
ever be able to get a job, or find friends, or live the life her father had hoped for her? 

She’d been told she had to keep trying, and it would get easier with time, but she was 
starting to fear she was the exception to the rule. After all, no one had survived 
atroquinine poisoning before, either. Her luck had to balance out somewhere. 

Trucy returned with drinks for the two of them, and as she’d predicted, Vera found 
she enjoyed boba. It was sweet, tasted slightly of black tea, and the tapioca pearls were 


the perfect chewiness for her to pause and contemplate, once she got used to the shock 
of them being in her drink. Vera had noticed before that Trucy had a knack for picking 
out what people would like, and a knack for people in general. Everyone she talked to, 
however briefly, seemed to adore her. It was something Vera couldn't imagine for 
herself. 

“Next time we come here, we can try some different flavors, too,” Trucy mused, 
swinging her legs on the bench. “Ooh, or other toppings! Let me think...” 

She had so much confidence in Vera’s success. Apollo did as well. They’d both fought 
so hard for her innocence and her future, even as Vera was doubting it. She had to keep 
trying, for their sake and her father’s, if not her own. 


After they finished their drinks, Trucy declared she had a surprise for Vera, and led 
her from their hiding spot back into the mall. “You'll like this one more than the food 
court, I promise,” she explained, likely sensing Vera’s trepidation. “It’s actually half the 
reason I brought you here!” 

She soon understood what Trucy meant when they stopped in front of an art supply 
store. “Oh! I didn’t know they had one of these here...” 

“Tcome here all the time to buy materials for my costumes and props,” said Trucy, as 
she led Vera into the store. The tall shelves created narrow hallways, giving Vera a sense 
of privacy. Surrounded by the materials she loved, she found it easier to breathe. 
“They’ve got lots of fabrics and stuff, but also painting supplies. I think you'll like it 
here.” 

“I do,” Vera breathed, running her hand along the texture of the fabrics lined up on 
the wall. She’d never been to a place like this, and she marveled at it. Her father had 
always provided her with whatever she needed for her forgeries. It had been so long 
since she’d had this opportunity to create. 

There was a joy, of course, to forging. It involved a careful inspection of the item, 
seeing how it worked, and studying to replicate it to the most precise detail. Vera had 
loved her replications, though not what had been done with them. 

She had the technical skill for just about any art-related pursuit she could think of off 
the top of her head. She could paint, or sculpt, or woodwork masterpieces, if she had 
the time and the appropriate piece to mimic. But they’d never been her own. She could 
create da Vinci or van Gogh or Michelangelo, but never Vera Misham. Her own work, no 
matter how technically skilled, could not evoke the feelings that art should. 

The general advice she’d found on the internet had been to gain more experience. Not 
with the basic skills, but with the outside world, the people and places and artwork 
inside them that she could translate into her own. And though she'd tried, experience 


wasn’t coming to her easily. 

“T’m not sure where to begin,” Vera whispered, for fear of accidentally luring an 
employee over. 

“Ooh, you could help me with props,” Trucy suggested, matching Vera’s volume. 
“What I have now is soooo unrealistic, and that just won’t do. Plus Polly is terrible with 
them. It’s a good thing he’s a lawyer, because he has no other talents.” 

Vera giggled. “That’s a little harsh.” 

“Such is the truth.” There was a brief glimmer of an old soul in Trucy’s eyes that faded 
in an instant. “For an upcoming show, I’ve been thinking of making a gigantic prop 
dragon, and I have no idea where to begin. Do you have any advice, Vera?” 

“Hm, it depends on how you want to use it...” 

They discussed their plans in hushed tones. Ultimately, the dragon didn’t have to be 
realistic. Though Vera found the challenge intriguing, it would be a hassle to transport 
and create. Instead they decided on a large painting of the dragon on cardboard, as it 
would be easier to maneuver in the manner Trucy was anticipating. Trucy skipped off 
to the front desk to ask about the materials while Vera browsed paints, wondering how 
she should experiment without the bounds of possible realism. 

As she pondered, she heard footsteps approach behind her. She didn’t have time to 
brace herself as a man brushed past her in the narrow aisle with a whispered apology. 
His shoulder only briefly crossed her back, but all at once, she was seven years old and 
screaming for her father as she was dragged away by a stranger. She was twelve years old 
and facing a man with an outstretched bottle of nail polish. She was nineteen and 
shuddering on the witness stand with dozens of eyes trained on her and her alone. 

She seized, and it felt like atroquinine all over again. 

The next thing Vera knew was darkness. She was sitting somewhere cold. Faintly she 
could hear Trucy, murmuring reassurances as she shut a door behind the two of them. 
There were various brushes and paints stacked beside her, lining the walls of the small 
room. 

“We're in the supply closet of the store,” Trucy was explaining, steady as she perched 
near her, not too far but not too close. “No one is going to come in here. Youre safe, 
Vera. Breathe, okay? Like this.” 

Her breathing came out of her mouth in exaggerated, steady patterns. Vera followed 
as best as she could. It took several minutes before she could match her. 

“You must think I’m rather silly for all this,” said Vera, once she managed to get her 
breathing under control. In the dark and relative silence, it was almost like being alone 
again, and the comfort of it frightened her. 

Trucy shifted, and Vera could hear her cape drag against the floor. “No, not at all, 


really. The world’s a scary place.” 

“But you have no trouble navigating it.” 

“Well, 1am a magician,” she pointed out. “You're not allowed to be scared, as a 
magician, especially not in front of an audience. But... Can I tell you a secret, Vera?” 

“... sure.” 

“Every magician is scared of something. Crowds, making a mistake, even the tricks 
themselves.” She tightened her cape over her shoulders. “There are a lot of ways magic 
can go wrong. And those tricks aren’t something you can come back from.” 

“Yet they still go back on stage,” Vera pointed out. 

“Well, yeah. Magic makes people smile, and it brings people hope. People like you!” In 
the faint light, Vera could see Trucy smile at her. “There’s so much that can go horribly 
wrong. But that’s rare. When it goes right, and it changes lives, it’s worth taking that risk. 
At least... that’s how it was for my family, I think.” 

Her last sentence trailed off with more hesitance than Vera had expected of her. 

“So, I get why you're scared,” Trucy continued. “It’s okay to be scared. And I know, 
what you're facing, it’s different than simple stage fright. So for doing what you can, 
despite everything, in hopes of making the smallest difference in the world... you’re 
really brave for that, Vera. I really admire that about you!” 

“You admire... me?” Vera repeated, a strange warmth filling her chest. 

“Of course! And I’m not just saying that to get you to help me out with my props for 
cheap.” 

“T... didn’t think that.” 

“Oops!” She giggled. “I’m too used to Polly’s cynicism.” 

She stuck her tongue out and knocked her hat a little off her head. It was such a cute 
gesture that Vera couldn’t help but smile. Slowly, the vice constricting her chest 
lessened, and she realized how ridiculous they must seem crouched in this supply 
room. 

“How long do you think we can stay in here?” 

Trucy shrugged. “However long it takes for someone to check the back, I guess, but I 
can make us invisible if needed. So, whenever youre ready to go.” 

Whenever she was ready... It was tempting to stay here forever in the dark, 
surrounded by art supplies, and not go out into that loud, bright world of people that 
Vera didn’t understand. 

But the sliver of light through the door crack filtered through and illuminated Trucy’s 
face. Something about it showed she was only a child, after all. Vera wasn’t all that much 
older. They’d both been so young when the world stole so much from them. 

The image struck a nerve through Vera’s heart into her fingertips, and she was 


overcome with the desire to paint. She wanted to march through that store and snag a 
canvas and paint in shades of yellows and baby blue, and pull light from the darkness 
they were in. 

“Tm ready,” said Vera, and realized for the first time that she meant it. 

“That’s what I knew you'd say,” said Trucy, bouncing up with a glint in her eye, 
reminiscent of the Gramaryes at the denouement of their magic tricks. 

Vera took a deep breath and rested her hand on the doorknob. However long her 
newfound courage would last, in this moment, she was ready for the world. 
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